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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      A stunning robbery threatens to bring Lydelton’s economy to its knees, and constables Raedrick Baletier and Julian Hinderbrook must find the culprits.

      A team of Royal Marshalls is in town to help. But they have an agenda of their own, and Raedrick and Julian must tread carefully to avoid revealing the secret of their own past.

      With few leads and little time, the Constables will need all of their skill and wit to solve the case and save their adopted home from ruin.

      Robbed Blind is the fourth book of the Glimmer Vale Chronicles, a mystery set in a world of valor and magic.
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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      The sun lay just shy of its zenith as Julian Hinderbrook turned right onto Main Street.  A gust of cold wind flapped at his cloak and set his teeth to chattering, and he pulled the garment closed quickly, being careful not to upset the box he carried in his left hand.  The rich smell of stewed beef and potatoes wafted from the box as he dipped his head closer, and even though he had just eaten his stomach growled in appreciation.

      Main Street, the only paved street in Lydelton, was mostly clear, a sure sign that winter was on the wane and Spring soon to come, but from the biting chill of this day you sure would not know it.  All the same, the last week had brought a welcome relief from the normally frigid conditions of a Glimmer Vale winter, and the townsfolk had taken to dressing down: only a heavy cloak and two layers.

      Practically summer-wear in these parts.

      Julian snorted at that thought and hunkered down against the wind, then pressed on.  He set his feet carefully, lest his boots slip out from under him on the ice that still coated portions of the street, and for a moment wished he had thought to put his crampons on before leaving his office for the mid-day meal.  But in truth the crampons would have done more harm than good, as little actual snow remained on the street.

      He was approaching the turn to the side street where his and Raedrick's office sat when he spied a procession entering town from the eastern end of Main Street.  He paused, blinked, surprise making him wonder for a moment if he were seeing things.  But no, sure enough, that was a small but richly furbished carriage leading a column of four wagons, stuffed to the gunwales with boxes and crates, each drawn by a team of four horses and flanked by two out-riders

      A trading caravan.

      Julian glanced up at the crystal-clear sky, then around at the still large snowdrifts on either side of the street and the canyon-like walking paths that had been dug through them so people could access the various buildings.  He shook his head.  That was one determined group of traders, there.  He would not have thought the passes through the Saddleback Mountains would be clear yet.  Shows what he knew.

      He stepped to the side of the street and watched as the caravan trundled past, exchanging nods with the riders and drivers as they went by.  Finally, following the last of the wagons, a team of four riders reigned in in front of him.

      "Ho there, Constable," said the leader of the bunch, a burly man in thick blue wool and a rabbit-fur hat, with a shaggy yellow-brown beard and flashing blue eyes.  He had the look of a fighting man, and the grip of the longsword that hung from his saddle horn was well-worn from use.  But the grin he flashed Julian's way was congenial.

      Julian recognized him at once.  "Marshall Leminster," he said, unable to keep the surprise from his voice.  "We didn't expect to see you for several more weeks, at the earliest."

      The Marshall rolled his shoulders in an easy shrug.  "Thaw came early this year."  He glanced around and chuckled softly, then added, "Though I see you didn't get the message on that up here."  His smile faded as he looked back at Julian, and he became all business.  "Got your pigeon, and I figured we'd best get up here to fetch your prisoner sooner rather than later."

      Julian looked past Leminster to his companions.  He recognized Job from the Marshall's last visit, early last fall, a tall whip of a man with dark hair and darker eyes who could spin a sword around like few people Julian had ever seen.  He had a ready wit as well, and always seemed to be able to make the ladies smile.

      The other two fellows were new.  The first was a chubby dark-skinned fellow who despite his girth seemed natural-born on the saddle.  The last man was…average.  That was all Julian could think to say about him.  The kind of average that could pass through a crowd and have no one recollect him.  That could be convenient in his line of work.

      All three men were bundled up for the weather, and had unstrung bows tucked into their saddlebags in addition to the swords that hung from their saddle horns.

      They were all Royal Marshalls.  Law men, but not the same as Julian and Raedrick.  While he and his partner had authority over local law and order, the Marshalls dealt with Kindgom-wide issues of Law.  Treason, conspiracy, smuggling, that sort of thing.  And desertion from the Army.  Julian hoped fervently that never became an issue, though it seemed unlikely he and Raedrick could keep their status a secret forever.  The more they interacted with the law outside of Glimmer Vale, the more their names flowed around, sooner or later someone would see them on a list, and the gig would be up.

      Someday.

      But that would not happen this time, at least.  The other thing the Marshalls did was oversee prisoner transfers, and Julian certainly did not envy them that.  But he would be just as happy to hand them the man he had been nurse-maiding for the last few months.

      He grinned back at Leminster.  "I was just bringing him lunch.  Want to say hi?"

      Leminster pondered for a second, then nodded.  "Don't mind if I do."  Over his shoulder, he said, "Job, get us set up with rooms.  You know the place."

      Job said, "Will do, Cap."  Then, with a nod toward Julian, he spurred his horse and led the other two toward the street Julian had just turned off of, the street leading to The Oarlock and then down to the docks along Lake Glimmermere.  No doubt that was where the Marshall intended to stay; it was the best inn in town.

      Leminster dismounted his horse and walked alongside Julian as they proceeded toward his office building.

      About a block back from the Main Street, it was a smallish one-story building with front-facing windows and a covered front porch.  A small sign reading "Constable" hung over the door, but aside from that you would not know it was a house of the law to look at it.

      They paused before the porch while Leminster tied his horse off at the hitching post that lay there—Julian and Raedrick took pains to make sure the post remained free of snow—and took up his sword belt from around his saddle horn.  Then Julian led him inside.

      "We've got company, Rae," he said as he entered, stomping his feet to get the ice and snow off his boots.

      The front room was not exactly spacious, but it served well enough for the two of them.  Its furnishings consisted of two desks that faced each other on either side of the room, a small cluster of chairs along the front wall, a rack of swords behind the desk to the right and one of bows behind the desk to the left, a wood stove in the back rear corner, and a shelf of books and papers near the cage-like iron door that led back into the holding cells.

      Raedrick Baletier, Julian's partner, sat behind the desk to the right, going over some paperwork.  He wore a black doublet that was lined with grey thread at the hems.  His black hair hung to shoulder-length, and he kept it tied in a small ponytail at the nape of his neck.  The last several weeks, he had taken to wearing a goatee to conceal a nasty scar he had obtained on his chin, and it mostly did the job.  It also seemed to please Lani, Raedrick's special lady, very much.  Julian would not have given odds as to which was the reason Raedrick kept the silly-looking thing.

      Raedrick glanced up, an eyebrow rising on his forehead.  "Eh?"  He saw Leminster then, and surprise flashed across his face, replaced quickly by a professional smile of greeting as he rose from his chair and stepped around the desk.  "Marshall Leminster!  It's good to see you again."

      "And you, Constable."

      The two men clasped hands while Julian set the box down on his desk, unclasped his cloak and gave it a shake, then hung it on a peg near the door.  The Marshall leaned his sword against the wall and removed his own cloak, and Julian took it for him, earning himself a nod of thanks.

      "As I was saying to your partner," Leminster said to Raedrick, "I'm here to take custody of your prisoner."

      "You're welcome to him.  How long will you be in town?"

      "Just long enough to warm up a bit and check on a few things.  Two, maybe three days."

      Raedrick nodded.  "Let us know if there's anything you need while you're here."

      Julian went back to his desk and opened the box.  Within were two covered tins and a pair of spoons.  He pulled one out and removed the cover, then brought it and a spoon over to Raedrick.  "Here's lunch, Rae."

      "Thanks."  Raedrick sniffed at the stew and grinned.  His grin faded a bit as he regarded Leminster again.  "Have you eaten?"

      The Marshall nodded.  "A late breakfast, on the road."  He raised a placating hand.  "Don't deprive yourself on my account."

      "Can we offer you some cider at least?  It's been mulling all morning."

      Leminster glanced over to the wood stove, where a steaming pot rested, and licked his lips.  "Can't say no to that."

      Julian said, "I'll get it, Rae.  You eat."

      Raedrick nodded and, sitting back down, set to his meal.  Julian went over to the bookshelf, and from the top shelf pulled down three of the tankards that he and Raedrick kept there for this purpose.  Then he filled them with cider from the pot and distributed them all around.

      Leminster raised his tankard in a quick salute and took a big swallow.  "Ah," he sighed, smacking his lips together.  "That'll warm a man up."

      Julian nodded agreement.  "I don't want to think about how your trip through the pass went."

      "Cold," Leminster said.  "Bloody cold."  He took another swallow, and his eyes turned toward the door leading to the cell block.  "Well," he said, straightening his back a tad, "let's have a look at this bandit of yours."
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      Julian removed the cell block keys from where they hung, on a cast iron hook next to the cell block door, and unlocked the door.  Then he grabbed up the second tin from the box he brought with him from The Oarlock and led Marshall Leminster into the block.

      The cells were arranged four on a side, and were separated from each other only by iron bars.  Only the front and rear-most cells had solid walls except at the rear.  Each held a simple cot and a set of blankets, a pillow, and a bucket for the prisoner's leavings.  And nothing else.  A pair of oil lamps provided light to the block, one on the back wall of the hall and one on the front.

      At the moment, only one cell was occupied.  That had not always been the case since he and Raedrick brought Geoff in, but even when they had drunks or others who they had to lock away for petty offenses, they never put them on the same side with him.  Harmless drunks were one thing.  He was something else.  And with only bars separating his cell from theirs neither Julian nor Raedrick were willing to risk their prisoners'—their fellow townsfolk's—safety by putting them anywhere near him.

      Julian stopped in front of Geoff's cell and set the tin of stew down on the floor, then pushed it under the cell bars with his foot.  "Lunchtime, Geoff," he said cheerfully.

      The bandit scowled at him from where he sat on his cot.  Burly, with wild hair and an unruly beard, and only one eye, he looked the part of the ruthless brigand.  And he had very nearly cost Julian and Raedrick their lives.

      Well, Tolburt had.  Geoff had just been the instrument.  Tolburt was the fool that sent them to him.

      Julian found himself grinding his teeth as he thought of his former comrade-at-arms turned traitor turned pathetic excuse for a man who Raedrick had decided to shelter here in Lydelton for some unknowable reason.  Best to think of something else.

      Geoff did not move toward the food.

      "Suit yourself," Julian said.  "You've got a visitor."  He gestured toward Leminster.

      Geoff shifted his scowl toward the Marshall, and if anything, it deepened.  "Who the hell are you?"

      "Royal Marshall Caperick Leminster.  My men and I will escort you to your trial."

      "Wonderful."  Geoff's tone carried entire volumes of sarcasm and contempt.  He cast one more baleful look at Julian, then he lied down on his bunk and rolled onto his side, turning his back to them both.

      They left the cell block and Julian closed and locked the door behind them, then replaced the key ring.  "You're going to have a fun trip, Marshall."

      Leminster shrugged as though to say it would be no special trouble.  "You've got the case write-up?"

      From his desk, Raedrick nodded and patted a small stack of papers that had been sitting on the right hand side of his blotter for weeks.  He finished chewing the bite of stew he was working on and swallowed, then said, "Right here, ready to go."  He paused for a moment.  "You know, if you could convince the magistrate to fully deputize our judge, none of this would be necessary.  It would certainly be easier on you if we didn't have to transfer capital cases your way."

      And that would also minimize their interaction with the outside world, Raedrick did not say, but he and Julian had discussed it a number of times.  If only their judge were permitted to try more than petty crimes and misdemeanors…

      Leminster snorted.  "Don't have to tell me.  But the money men won't hear of it.  Have to pay your judge more, spend the coin to upgrade your facilities…"  He shook his head.

      "That can't be more expensive than running you out here every time something happens," Julian said.

      "'Til you two showed up, we hadn't had a capital offense from Glimmer Vale in five years."

      Raedrick's eyes widened and he opened his mouth, to object Julian was sure, but Leminster held up a placating hand and spoke again, quickly.  "Not saying it's your all's fault.  Things happen.  But when you're making a budget, it's hard to justify spending that much more without need."

      That was certainly understandable, but it was damn frustrating.  Oh well.

      Leminster drained the last of his cider and replaced the tankard onto the shelf, then he strode across the room and picked up his sword belt.  "I'd best go get settled in," he said.  He buckled on the belt and grabbed his heavy cloak and clasped it in place over his shoulders, then turned to look at the two of them in turn.  "Join me for dinner at The Oarlock tonight?  I've a craving for Molli's fried fish."  His eyes gleamed as he said it, and Julian had the impression he could live a long happy life eating nothing but that.

      It takes all kinds.

      "We would be happy to," Raedrick replied, and Julian nodded agreement.

      "At sunset then?"

      Again they nodded, and Leminster nodded in return.  "Until then."

      Then he left their office, and Julian and Raedrick were left looking at each other for a long moment.  A tension that Julian had not even realized he had been carrying seemed to melt away within him.  Well, partially melt away that is.  In his eyes, Julian could see Raedrick felt the same way.

      It was going to be a long two or three days.
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      The Oarlock's taproom was more filled than normal.  Small wonder, what with the trade caravan in town.  Townsfolk who otherwise might have stayed home this evening came out to chat with the caravan hands, hoping for a bit of news and gossip from the outside world, or for insights into what wares the caravan master had in store for the town this time, what deals could be had.

      And of course, the drivers and outriders, packers and strong backs from the caravan were just glad to be in out of the cold, and looked to warm themselves, both with good food and drink and, mayhap, with a lively maiden from the town.

      It made for a raucous evening.

      Molli Millens, the owner, was in top form, roving the taproom floor and chatting up the clientele, making sure her barmaids were keeping everyone's tankards full and their plates brought out promptly.  She wore her usual white apron atop a simple-looking dress that nevertheless had myriad colorful flowers embroidered at the neckline and cuffs, and brandished a wooden spoon that she used to chivy along any barmaid who appeared to be loafing.

      Gently.

      Lani, Molli's daughter, held court behind the bar, along with Rolf, The Oarlock's bartender.  She took time to lean across the bar to give Raedrick a peck on the cheek when they came in, and to tickle his goatee for a second, leaving him flushing slightly.  But then her waiting crowd swept her away and she was back to business, after leaving them with full tankards of ale.

      Julian was glad they had patched up their troubles from earlier in the winter, and not just because he was fairly certain Raedrick would fall all to pieces if she left him.  No, much more important were the benefits of having the Inn owner's daughter sweet on you—she didn't charge Raedrick for his drinks, and more often than not when she was serving that privilege transferred to Julian as well.

      "I told you that thing makes you look like a scruffy animal, Rae," Julian quipped.  "That confirms it."

      Raedrick snorted, looking askance at him for a second before chuckling, "Do you see Leminster?"

      "Hard to see anything in this crowd.  Molli's going to make her next two months from tonight alone."

      "Looks that way."  Raedrick flagged down a passing barmaid, a slip of a girl with hair nearly the same shade as the fires in the taproom's two great fireplaces, and bent forward to speak into her ear.

      She nodded briskly, then pointed over to the front left area of the taproom, and sure enough in the extreme corner Julian saw Leminster's telltale yellow mop.

      "Thanks," Raedrick said, and slipped her a couple pennies.  Then they hefted their tankards and made their way over.

      Leminster sat with his back to the corner, with Job to his right and the two newcomers on his left.  The table was, conveniently enough, sized for six, so when they arrived he waved them into the empty chairs opposite himself.

      "Evening," Julian said as he settled down into his seat.  He turned his eyes to the new Marshalls and extended his hand to the dark-skinned man, who sat closest to him.  "Julian Hinderbrook."

      Leminster said, "Constables, meet Iven Marpoli," the dark-skinned man nodded and clasped hands with Julian firmly, "and Bart Tiptree."  Now it was time for Mister Average to nod, though he did not offer his hand.  "They just transferred to my team from the Capital."  He grinned.  "Glad to get away from the insanity there, they are."

      Raedrick nodded politely to them and shared his name.

      "I hope you don't mind," Leminster went on, "but we've ordered already.  I figured a round of fried fish for everyone, eh?"  He grinned widely, showing his teeth.  He looked a little flushed; was he that far into his cups already?  Julian recalled that the man was a drinker, but not normally given to start so early.

      Not that he was in any position to judge.

      He was about to voice his objection to the meal order, though; the fried fish was low on his list of favorites.  But just then a duo of barmaids swept up with laden trays and began offloading plates for each of them.  In seconds, every man at the table was served, and the maids flashed quick smiles before darting away.  They looked a bit harried, but who could blame them, as unexpectedly large as the crowd was this night.

      Julian looked down at his plate and sighed.  Too late to change things.

      Leminster slurped down a swallow from his tankard and laughed.  "I know, right?  It's a shame to dig in, it smells so good.  Makes me sigh every time, too."

      Julian bit back his reply and set to eating.

      The meal passed pleasantly enough.  The two new men were quiet at first, but after a few minutes Iven piped up with an amusing story from his time in the Capital that had all of them doubled over laughing.  The ice broken, he joined the conversation more fully.  And of course, Job was his usual witty self.  Bart, though…  Julian was sure he didn't say more than a dozen words the entire meal.  Job seemed content to sit back and let everyone else talk, while he clearly made note of every word and every motion.

      That one was probably damn good at his job.  Dangerous to be a wanted man around him.

      After a time, Leminster pushed his thoroughly emptied plate away and leaned back in his seat.  Fixing his gaze on Raedrick, he suddenly chuckled.  "I just realized.  It was about this time last year you fellows came into the job and caught that Isenholf and his cronies."  His eyes narrowed, his tone becoming teasing.  "And now you've got another bandit.  You planning to make this an annual occurrence?"

      "I hope not," Raedrick said earnestly.  "Peace and quiet suits me better."

      That went for both of them, though Julian did not feel the need to say so.  The less attention that came by their little valley, the better.

      "Hear, hear," Leminster said, raising his tankard to accentuate his words.  He took a drink and smacked his lips for a moment before continuing.  "Met with your Mayor today.  Had to bring him some bad news."

      Julian and Raedrick exchanged glances.  "Oh?" Raedrick said, cautiously.

      Leminster nodded.  "Like I told you before, we basically hadn't heard from you folks in five years.  And now, two capital cases in a year.  Made people take an interest."  He ran his finger along his nose, affecting a sly look.  "Money people, if you know what I mean.  They realized they hadn't seen a penny in taxes for a long time, and started doing an internal audit."  He shook his head ruefully.  "Told the Mayor he could expect to be seeing some tax collecting types this summer, probably."

      Julian laughed in spite of himself.

      Iven's eyebrow rose and he gave Julian an incredulous look.  "Failure to pay taxes is serious, Constable."

      He nodded.  "Oh, I know.  It's just…"  He shook his head and chuckled again.

      Raedrick gave him a long-suffering look.  "When we took the job, Mayor Brimly mentioned that very fact, and that he's been collecting the taxes every year, regardless, despite many people's objections."

      "And boy, do they object," Julian said.  "You should have seen them last fall, when it came time to pay up.  I thought he was a fool to keep collecting the money in the face of that.  But," he spread his hands in a "what do I know" kind of gesture, "looks like the Mayor gets the last laugh, eh?"

      Leminster nodded.  "He told me that this afternoon.  Showed me the strongbox where he keeps the tax receipts.  That will certainly make things easier when the tax men arrive."

      Julian had a thought.  "Say, maybe all that extra unexpected tax money could pay for our judge - "

      Leminster stopped his words with a raised hand.  "Not likely.  No," he said, "we'll probably just have to continue working with the system we have.  Seems to be functioning pretty well, though it's a shame what happened with that Isenholf fellow."

      Julian looked askance at him, then traded a long look with Raedrick.  He did not understand that statement either.  "A shame?  I'd say he got what was coming to him.  Hell, the gallows was too good for - "

      The suddenly grim expression on Leminster's face made him stop speaking.

      "You haven't heard."

      Raedrick leaned forward, his expression deadly serious.  "Heard what?"

      Leminster scowled, but not at anything they had done or said, from the look in his eyes.  "Of course you haven't heard.  How could you have."  He sighed.  "He escaped."

      It was like being hit in the jaw by a giant wearing steel gauntlets.

      "What?!"
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      Julian realized he was glaring at Leminster, but right that moment, he didn't care.  After all the strife Isenholf had inflicted on Lydelton and its surrounds, all the terror…all the blood…to hear that he had escaped…  What the hell were they playing at down there?  To let a man like him escape?!?!

      It boggled the mind.  It was infuriating, and irrational as it was, right then he felt the strong urge to leap over the table and pummel Leminster within an inch of his life for letting that happen.

      Not that it was his fault.

      Or at least, it had better not have been his fault.

      Raedrick must have been shooting a similar glare his way because Leminster actually recoiled slightly in his chair.  He glanced around at his men and coughed softly into his hand.

      As if on cue, Job stood up and said, "I'm going to go get another drink.  See if that barmaid from last time's still working here."

      Iven and Bart traded glances, then Iven said, "We'll come with you."  A moment later, all three of them were gone.

      Leminster cleared his throat and leaned into the table a bit, his expression guardedly serious.  "It happened shortly after I got back from my trip up here last fall."

      "Last fall?" Julian said, exasperated.  "What the hell was he doing still alive last fall?  You guys took him in early Spring!"

      Leminster returned his look with a hard gaze of his own.  "Takes three weeks to reach Mangin City from here, Constable.  And the judge isn't always around.  He got recalled to the Capital for some business or other and didn't come back until the middle of the summer.  And then there were other cases ahead of Isenholf's."  He gave a little shrug.  "It can take a while to get through the process."

      Raedrick laid a calming hand on Julian's forearm.  "How did he escape?"

      "Well," Leminster drained the last of his ale from his tankard.  "He pulled every trick in the book to draw his trial out.  Even tried appealing to the crown, if you can believe it!"  He scowled darkly.  "We tried putting a stop to that nonsense quick.  The crown don't hear appeals from deserters.  But the judge made us submit the request anyway.  Procedure.  You can imagine my surprise when the request for appeal was granted."

      "You're kidding."  Julian looked at Raedrick, who frowned thoughtfully.

      "Theobald used to complain that he should have been an officer because of who his father knew."  He raised an eyebrow, questioningly.

      Leminster shrugged.  "Could be that's it.  Who knows?  All I knew was I had to get him bundled up for transport to the Capital.  So I did, and I handed him off to his escorts."  The scowl returned and he clenched his fists on the tabletop.  "Couple weeks later, word came back that his escorts were found dead in a roadside Inn, and he was nowhere to be found."

      He stopped talking, and looked
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