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The Fencing Master

Benedict Weathersbee brought
his saber up before his face and then flashing down to a low guard.
His opponent’s salute was more stylized, drawing heavily from the
Italian school, but Benedict was unconcerned. His skills with a
blade had carried him through many duels and battles over the years
giving him a confidence that was a style of its own.

Besides, all the fancy
frivolity was so... European.

It would not be good form to
subject the Sheffield steel in his palm to such antics.

The buzzer rang and the two
combatants closed. Benedict sidestepped the opening drive,
deflecting the thrust, and catching his opponent on the shoulder as
he passed for the first touch. From the hiss the man made, the
saber blade stung even through his quilted pads.

The thought made Benedict
grin in the safety of his wire mask. His clients were soft, the
toughest of them softer than the weak-jawed fools who abandoned the
Raj. Most of them were bankers.

Oh, they had many names for
their occupations -- this one, Jeremy Fronth, claimed to be a stock
broker -- but Benedict knew what they did. They bought and sold
money, in one fashion or another, and that made them bankers.

Fronth ran at him again,
foil darting in a series of lunges quartet. He had just returned
from a trip to northern Italy – Milan? -- and somehow had dug up
someone he referred to as an Italian Master. He claimed that his
new skills would defeat Benedict’s techniques in a heartbeat.

Benedict sidestepped again,
moving in a circle around his opponent. The sideways motion
presented a new challenge to Jeremy’s balance and as the banker
wobbled, Benedict stepped in with a cut to the head, parried the
riposte, and flashed a lunge into the banker’s stomach. Even as he
did so, he felt Fronth’s foil strike his padded chest as the
banker’s counter struck home.

The loud thwack brought
impressed murmurs from the small group of onlookers and the fencers
stepped back from each other again.

Benedict’s smile broadened
behind the mesh, as the strike fit into his expectations. He had
never been much impressed with the Italian school. He had the
pleasure of fencing, and soundly defeating, an Italian master years
ago. The Italians were deadly, but so hot-blooded that if a man
could counter their initial rush, the rest was child’s play. And
that had been against Barbasetti, not some unknown like this
Cunningham fellow – not even an Italian by the sounds of it – who
tutored Fronth for the duration of his vacation.

A third salute and Fronth
advanced slowly this time, warily, restraining his urge to attack
to only a few feints. Until now, Benedict had utilized a purely
defensive strategy, which was really the best option against the
unmatched aggression of the Italian method.

It was time for that to
change.

A quick step forward to
match his first offensive cut, then a sidestep to start the circle
and duck the riposte while the curve to his blade licked close,
within a finger’s width of Fronth’s face. The saber was slower than
the foil and put far more strain on its owner’s muscles, but that
curve allowed for some wicked strikes that the foil could counter
but never duplicate.

Fronth gave ground, focusing
on defense, parrying and countering the cuts and slashes that
Benedict rained in on him. The saber was neither heavy nor light in
his hand, merely comfortable from years of practice, and he
steadily increased the pace until Fronth was forced to abandon the
Italian style in favor of the methodology that Benedict himself
taught.

Even utilizing the
Weathersbee style, Fronth could only manage the occasional riposte
as Benedict chased him across the fighting floor. He had his
opponent on the run but even in amateur hands the foil was quick
enough to keep the banker safe.

Until Benedict struck high,
feinted a slash, and then lunged in tercet.

The move surprised them all,
leaving Fronth so astounded that all three thrusts struck home
against his padded chest, the last strike hard enough to make him
stumble and fall.

The group started clapping
as Benedict tore off his face mask and offered the banker a hand
up. Even though the man was his social inferior, the financial
outlook was better if he lent the occasional helping hand. Fronth
muttered a curse, but took the offered hand and rose to his
feet.

Benedict shook his hand
firmly before letting go. “A good match, my friend.”

“You certainly took my
challenge to heart,” Fronth said. He was trying to hide his bruised
pride behind a smile. “That is encouraging at least.”

“You did well,” Benedict
said, before turning to the larger group. “Any worthy
observations?”

“Jeremy had to resort to
your teachings just to defend himself,” said one onlooker, Tyrone
Ediph, heir to a real estate mogul with a vacation home in the
Hamptons. “Obviously, you are the best fencer, because your system
is the best.”

Benedict said nothing,
merely ran his eyes over the rest of the group. In addition to
being an heir, Tyrone was a sniveling sycophant, obsessed with
finding the best systems for everything. Most of the others were
nodding with the kid’s observations but one of the older men shook
his head.

“Your system is good
Benedict, but you used an Italian tercet to end the fight. It is
very unconventional, even for you, to use a saber like that. But
you made it work.”

“Precisely,” Benedict said.
He spoke quietly at all times. It made them shut up and listen and
garnered more respect from these boardroom bandits than parade
ground shouting would have. “That is the lesson here. Fronth marked
me once because he is a good fencer. I won because I surprised him.
Think about it, my friends.”

He dismissed them for the
day, told his receptionist -- an Ukrainian immigrant named Tanya
who had passable English and a pleasant appearance -- to straighten
up the gym, and cleaned up swiftly. His students, noticing his air
of urgency, dispersed rapidly in their luxury vehicles, and
Benedict felt a slight pang of relief. The match had worked up an
appetite that was demanding to be appeased. And their presence was
a constant reminder that he was reduced to little better than a
shopkeeper.

Though he had never been
marked with any kind of financial savvy, he thought with a wry
smile as he toweled off and changed into his out and about clothes.
By the time he left the locker room and strode to the door to lock
up, Tanya was there waiting for him with a lovely smile.

“Mr. Weathersbee,” she said.
“You are meeting a lady, no? You look so nice.”

“It’s only blue pinstripe,
my dear,” he replied, offering her his arm while he dug out the
key. “Shall we.”

As was their arrangement, he
drove her to her East Boston apartment in his BMW and had a late
lunch. Then he made his way to his own apartment, well placed in
the northern edge of Swampscott. It was a classy neighborhood and
far enough from the city to escape what the locals called “the
heat”.

Benedict had understood heat
far differently during his tour with the British Army in India.

It was only as he walked
through his front door and tossed the car keys in a ceramic ash
tray on the counter that his daily routine was disturbed and life
got interesting for a moment.

His first clue was the
smashed window off the deck.

The apartment’s entryway led
directly into the breakfast room. Beyond the breakfast table was a
sliding glass door that led out into the deck.

Except that now it was an
empty frame and the shattered glass was covering the thick carpet.
The cool New England breeze wafted through the open door, the heavy
odors of pollen nearly overlaying the faint scent of French
perfume.

Benedict took one step
deeper into his invaded home, flipped up the cover of the
thermostat and shut off the air conditioning. He could practically
see the dollar signs flying through the shattered glass pane as he
scanned the breakfast room and what he could see of the gleaming
kitchen for the intruder.

Nothing appeared to be
missing, lightweight valuables like the TV on the kitchen bar or
the golden sun-dial decorated with precious stones hung on the
wall. Items a thief would be likely to take.

He sniffed again but could
only detect that faint scent of French perfume.

So he took his cane from the
bin next to the door and ventured into his violated fortress.

The smooth ironwood of the
cane was cool in his hands as he moved casually into the breakfast
room and turned the corner into the sitting room. It was a well
laid out floor plan, with several large comfortable seats arranged
around a Victorian style table, perfect for a spot of tea and
entertaining. He had actually set it up for his book club.

But it looked like tonight
the book club would not be the main event. An unfamiliar woman sat
in the overstuffed chair with its back to the fireplace. She was
dressed in dark leathers that contrasted strongly with her long
blonde hair and revealed curves straight out of a teenage dream.
She tapped the gloved fingers of her left hand against her right
bicep, while keeping her right hand mostly out of sight in her left
armpit. Her legs were crossed at the knee and she was leaned back
in the chair, relaxed and confident.

It was a good look, Benedict
thought, if a little obvious and very tasteless. Still, it had
undeniable attractions. Though the glint of the knife hilt he could
see in her right hand was a bit of a turn off.

She watched him carefully
with narrowed eyes but said nothing. He slapped the cane against
his palm twice but the sound did not prompt any change in her
poise. So he set it down, both hands on top, with his right index
finger gently touching the release, and leaned on it.

“Most people just
knock.”

The woman inclined her head.
“That’s all I did. I have a heavy knock.”

Benedict glanced back at the
shattered glass door and then at her. “Apparently so.”

She smiled, a tight movement
of the lips that conveyed little amusement. More an empty response
that she used on reflex so often it had lost all meaning.

Benedict inclined his head
in an antiquated gesture of respect. “I would be remiss not to
welcome you to my home, such as it is. I am Benedict Weathersbee.
Tea?”

That drew a frown from her
and her brow furrowed. She had not expected him to do that. “I know
who you are, Weathersbee. More importantly, I know what you
are.”

Benedict smiled. “Well. I
won’t have to recite my list of titles. What a relief.”

He turned and walked to the
kitchen. “Do you prefer Earl Gray or English Breakfast?”

The whisper of movement and
the squeak of leather caused him to turn slightly and she froze in
place, halfway across the room. The knife was now bared by her side
and she was in a half crouch.

Benedict gave her a brief
smile, showing his teeth. “You should sit down while I fetch the
tea. I am quite excited really. I don’t get many visitors. I can’t
wait to get to know you more intimately.”

She uncoiled from her crouch
slowly, her eyes wide and her knuckles white on the hilt of her
knife. The blade itself was long and jagged and absolutely
ridiculous for any type of fighting. But it seemed to make her feel
safer.

“It’s ok,” Benedict said.
“I’m just making tea. I
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