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      Marla Wolfblade’s plans to destroy Alija Eaglespike involved more than simply having her killed. That was far too simple,
         far too easy and far too quick. Alija is going to suffer, she decided, as much as I have.
      

      Marla intended to play with Alija the same way a cat played with its prey before it killed. The High Arrion would experience
         the same pain and anguish she had caused Marla. She would suffer as Marla had suffered. Feel the loss Marla felt. Shed the
         same river of tears.
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      PART I

      
DUTY, DESTINY AND JUST DESERTS

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Damin Wolfblade had no need to stand sentry duty. With an army of more than two thousand men at his command, and while still
         in his own province, there wasn’t even a need to post sentries at all. But Damin had been taught well. Just because an attack
         was improbable didn’t mean it was impossible. So despite the fact they were still two days from the Elasapine-Krakandar border,
         and hundreds of miles from their nearest enemy, Damin had set sentries around the camp for the night and made a point of checking
         on their disposition personally.
      

      
      The night was clear and crisp, the stars providing more than enough light to see by. He made his way forward accompanied by
         the busy sounds of night creatures and insects, without any attempt at stealth, his progress leaving a cautious silence in
         his wake. Damin’s purpose for checking the sentries wasn’t to catch them out. He wanted to alert them to the possibility that,
         at any time, their prince might happen by and they’d better be ready for it. It was a trick Geri Almodavar had taught him,
         one he claimed Laran Krakenshield was fond of. Damin didn’t know if the old captain was just saying that to validate his suggestion,
         or if it really was a tactic favoured by Damin’s late father, and in the end, it didn’t really matter. It was a good thing
         to do, whoever thought of it.
      

      
      Without warning, a silhouette detached itself from the thin line of trees ahead, resolving into a man shape, a sword raised
         threateningly in Damin’s direction.
      

      
      ‘Halt! Who goes there?’

      
      ‘Your prince.’

      
      The silhouette advanced, showing no sign of friendliness. ‘Show yourself!’

      
      Damin did as the sentry ordered and stepped out of the shadow of the trees. The sentry studied him closely in the starlight
         and then sheathed his sword.
      

      
      ‘Your highness,’ he said with an apologetic bow. ‘I didn’t realise it was you.’

      
      ‘Don’t apologise for doing your job, soldier.’

      
      ‘No, sire.’

      
      Damin stepped closer, surprised at how young the sentry seemed. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

      
      ‘Been with the Krakandar Raiders long?’

      
      The lad shook his head. ‘Joined up so I could get out of the city.’ And then as he remembered who he was addressing, he added
         hastily, ‘Your highness.’
      

      
      Damin smiled wryly. ‘So did I.’

      
      ‘Sire?’ the lad asked, looking confused.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he sighed. ‘Stay alert, eh?’

      
      ‘Yes, your highness.’

      
      Damin patted the lad on the shoulder and continued along his way, thinking he should have thought to ask the boy his name.
         Almodavar would have done that. Then again, he probably didn’t need to ask. Damin suspected Almodavar could address every
         Raider in Krakandar by name, and there were thousands of them. He probably knew the names of all their wives and children,
         too.
      

      
      There’s more to being a good general than knowing how to win a battle, Almodavar had often told him when he was a lad. It’s about knowing your men. Knowing what drives them. And sometimes it’s knowing how to avoid a fight.
      

      
      Strange advice, really, he mused, coming from a man so devoted to the God of War.
      

      
      Damin’s thoughts were distracted by a faint light ahead of him through the trees. He stopped, wondering if the next sentry
         had been thoughtless enough to light a fire. He doubted it. Any man willing to do something so foolish wouldn’t last long
         in any army over which Almodavar held sway.
      

      
      Then again, the last sentry looked barely old enough to dress himself without his mother. Perhaps, with the Raiders’ numbers
         so drastically reduced by the plague, there were raw recruits out here without the sense to realise how stupid such an action
         was. Drawing his sword, and fully intending to give the young man the fright of his life, Damin started forward, this time
         making as little noise as possible.
      

      
      As he neared the light, he discovered it wasn’t where the next sentry should be standing guard but some way off to the left,
         in a small clearing set back from the open grassland that marked the edge of the camp.
      

      
      Curiosity replaced annoyance as Damin neared the clearing. A harsh white radiance beckoned ahead, not the warm yellow glow
         of a wood fire. Raising his sword a little higher, he felt himself drawn toward the light, the compulsion to discover the
         source of this strange illumination driving all thoughts of stealth or caution from his mind.
      

      
      When he stepped into the clearing, Damin stared at the figure waiting for him and automatically fell to one knee, laying his
         sword on the ground in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Divine One!’

      
      ‘Scion of Wolfblade.’

      
      The voice was rich, the timbre so deep it resonated along his spine, prickling his skin with goosebumps. Even if he hadn’t
         grown up surrounded by statues and paintings of his family’s favourite god, Damin could feel the awesome presence of the gilded
         figure before him. Tall and proud, his shoulders broad, his long cloak billowing in the still air as if it was accompanied by its own breeze, and wearing armour
         Damin had only seen depicted in ancient Harshini murals, this was – he knew with a certainty – Zegarnald, the God of War.
      

      
      It bordered on intoxicating to be in his presence, but for some reason, Damin found himself unsurprised. Maybe because he
         knew Wrayan Lightfinger spoke to the gods, he wasn’t as shocked to meet one as he might have been. Whatever the reason for
         his calm acceptance of the miraculous, it made no difference now. He shielded his eyes against the light as he stared at
         Zegarnald in wonder and then bowed his head. ‘You honour me beyond words, Divine One.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ the god agreed. ‘I do.’

      
      As awestruck as he was, a small part of Damin wanted to smile at the god’s solemn reply, but he thought better of it. Zegarnald
         was credited with many qualities, but a sense of humour wasn’t among them.
      

      
      ‘How can I serve you, Divine One?’

      
      ‘You are riding to war.’

      
      Damin risked a glance upward, still squinting at the god’s bright countenance, not sure if that was a question or an observation.

      
      ‘We fear a Fardohnyan invasion, Divine One.’

      
      ‘Fear it?’ Zegarnald asked. ‘Or welcome it?’

      
      ‘I welcome it!’ Damin assured him. Admitting he feared war wasn’t what the God of War wanted to hear, he guessed.

      
      Zegarnald appeared pleased with his answer. The god’s light faded a little and he became easier to look upon. ‘You will honour
         me well, I think, young Wolfblade.’
      

      
      ‘It won’t be for lack of trying, Divine One,’ Damin assured him, cringing a little at how trite he sounded. Where was Wrayan when you needed him? He was the expert when it came to talking with the gods.
      

      
      Fortunately, Zegarnald took Damin at his word, seemingly unaware of any nuance of tone or meaning. ‘And I expect you to succeed.
         I expended much effort to ensure you were provided with the right guidance as a child.’
      

      
      Damin stared at the god in surprise. ‘You did?’

      
      ‘I am well within my rights to do this, Scion of Hythria. Your father offered me your soul the night you were born.’

      
      ‘Every warrior in the country offers his firstborn son to you the night he’s born, Divine One,’ Damin reminded him respectfully.
         ‘It’s a tradition older than time. I claim no special privilege from it.’
      

      
      Zegarnald studied him with a frown. ‘Do you question my right to arrange circumstances favourably for my disciples?’

      
      ‘Of course not, Divine One,’ Damin hurried to reply. ‘It’s just … well, you’ve got millions of disciples in Hythria and Fardohnya.
         Do you take a personal interest in the education of every boy offered to you?’
      

      
      ‘The Hythrun heir is not every boy.’
      

      
      ‘But … I’m not the first Hythrun heir to be offered to the God of War, either,’ he pointed out, wondering as he said it why
         he was arguing with his god. If he had any sense he’d simply take this honour for what it was. But this wasn’t about sense,
         Damin knew. Wrayan had taught him enough to make him a little suspicious, along with honoured, by the appearance of any god.
         There had to be a reason for this. The heirs of the last fifty-odd generations of Wolfblades had been sworn to Zegarnald the
         night they were born. To Damin’s knowledge, the God of War had displayed a singular lack of interest in any of them until
         now.
      

      
      ‘Your soul was offered to me by a true warrior, a man who genuinely and devoutly honoured his god,’ Zegarnald replied. Then
         he added in a somewhat more wistful voice, ‘It has been a long time since any Wolfblade prince truly honoured the God of War.’
      

      
      Damin fell silent as he realised Zegarnald meant Laran Krakenshield, suddenly humbled by his father’s legacy. Laran had been
         a devout follower of the War God – Damin knew that much, even though he was barely two years old when his father was killed
         – and he could well imagine how Zegarnald would have reacted to a soul so earnestly proffered, no matter how trite the custom
         seemed to those who didn’t believe.
      

      
      ‘I hope I can prove worthy of your patronage, Divine One,’ Damin said, lowering his head. ‘To honour both you and my father’s
         memory.’
      

      
      Zegarnald seemed pleased with his answer. ‘You will not disappoint me.’

      
      Damin couldn’t tell if that was an order or a prediction, and wasn’t brave enough to ask. He bowed his head again. ‘What must
         I do to serve you, Divine One?’
      

      
      ‘Give me a decent war,’ the god replied.

      
      Damin glanced up. ‘Pardon?’
      

      
      ‘I have set the scene, Scion of Hythria. The game is now in your hands.’

      
      ‘I’m not worthy, Divine One,’ Damin declared with genuine despair at the thought that the entire weight of the coming conflict
         might rest on his shoulders.
      

      
      ‘I ask nothing of you that you are not capable of,’ the god assured him. ‘And I will see you have what assistance you need.’

      
      ‘Assistance?’ Damin asked, unable to keep the hope from his voice. ‘You mean more men?’

      
      ‘I mean you will have assistance,’ the god repeated. ‘More than that, you do not need to know. Do not fear your ability to honour me, young Wolfblade. War
         and death suit me just as well as victory.’
      

      
      Damin hesitated, thinking that sounded a little ominous. ‘I will seek victory in your name, Divine One.’

      
      The god looked as if he expected nothing less. ‘You face a numerically superior enemy led by an experienced and intelligent general,’ the god warned. ‘You will have much opportunity
         to honour my name, Wolfblade. Do not disappoint me.’
      

      
      He knows where the Fardohnyans are, Damin realised. How many they are. Who is leading them … He desperately wanted to question Zegarnald further about the enemy, but the god either knew his thoughts or guessed his
         intentions and held up his hand to forestall him.
      

      
      ‘Do not ask anything more of me,’ he warned. ‘It is enough to know I favour your endeavours. Any more than this would cheapen
         your victory.’
      

      
      Which is just fine by me, Damin thought irreverently. If it means we’re going to win.
      

      
      But he didn’t say it aloud. He lowered his head again and, taking his dagger from his belt, pricked the tip of the fourth
         finger on his left hand. Some warriors – those who considered themselves particularly devout – sliced their forearm or their
         palm, even their thigh, when offering a blood sacrifice, but Damin had been raised by more pragmatic men. The God of War wants the taste of your blood so he can know you in the heat of battle, Almodavar used to say when he was a child, not his disciples incapacitated and unable to fight.
      

      
      As the blood beaded around the small incision, Damin held his hand out to Zegarnald. ‘I live to serve and honour you, Divine
         One.’
      

      
      The god’s countenance flared momentarily, perhaps because of the fresh blood so close by, and then he looked down at Damin
         with a grimace the young man thought might have been intended as a smile. ‘I accept your sacrifice, Scion of Hythria. Do not
         give me reason to regret it.’
      

      
      Damin bowed his head, closing his eyes to receive his god’s blessing, but when he opened them again the clearing was dark.
         The night was unchanged – clear and crisp, the air still, the darkness filled with the sounds of nocturnal creatures going about their business.
      

      
      Still on one knee, his sword on the ground in front of him, Damin wondered if he’d imagined Zegarnald had been here. And then
         he looked down at the bead of fresh blood dripping from the end of his finger, proof that he had been visited by his god.
      

      
      Nobody’s going to believe this, he thought. If I go around telling people I’ve met Zegarnald, they’ll think I’m as crazy as my uncle.

      
      Studying his cut finger for a moment longer, he cursed softly and wiped the blood away on his trousers. He wouldn’t tell anyone,
         he decided. Not until he was certain himself that the pressure of command wasn’t making him hallucinate.
      

      
      Damin smiled grimly, thinking they hadn’t even left Krakandar yet. If the pressure was getting to him already, there wasn’t
         much hope for winning this war, no matter how much the God of War expected of him.
      

      
      Feeling more than a little perplexed, Damin leaned forward and picked up his sword, sheathing it as he rose to his feet. What
         had Zegarnald said?
      

      
      It is enough to know I favour your endeavours.

      
      That’s something, Damin decided as he turned from the small clearing. The God of War favours our endeavours.
      

      
      Which would have been a lot more comforting, Damin thought as he resumed his patrol of the sentry positions, if he hadn’t added that bit about war and death suiting him just as well as victory.
      

   
      
      1

      
      

      
      Kalan Hawksword had discovered a great deal about herself in the past few days. And a great deal about her friends and family,
         people she thought she knew almost as well as herself. She’d learned her Uncle Mahkas had a capacity for cruelty that defied
         reason and that her brother, Damin, wasn’t nearly as asinine as she’d feared. She had learned her cousin Leila was capable
         of taking her own life out of despair, and that the coolest head in a crisis that she had ever encountered was Tejay Lionsclaw.
         She had learned Rorin Mariner’s healing power had severe limits and that if you asked the gods for help, you’d better be prepared
         for the consequences if they said yes.
      

      
      But mostly, she’d learned nothing was ever as simple or straightforward as it seemed.

      
      Kalan glanced furtively along the narrow, crooked street before knocking on the door of the safe house. She wore a plain cloak
         over her silken gown to hide its obvious quality, but she suspected it meant little down here where the very air smelled of
         watchful suspicion. Although she’d left her horse with its silver-trimmed tack and imported Medalonian saddle back at the
         stables of the Pickpocket’s Retreat and walked the few streets to the safe house, strangers were noticed down here in the
         back streets of the Beggar’s Quarter. The locals might not know who she was, but they were certain she didn’t belong here.
      

      
      Fyora opened the door for her. Wiping her muddy feet on the coir mat, Kalan slipped into the small, unremarkable house as
         Fee closed and locked the door behind her. The court’esa’s face was grim as she pushed past Kalan and the narrow staircase into the dim main room with its barely adequate fire. Two
         narrow benches were lined up at right angles to the hearth and a rough wooden table with three stools was shoved against the
         wall on her right, but there was no sign of Starros. For a moment Kalan feared the worst. Before she could say anything, however,
         she heard something breaking in the other room and raised voices. Turning to Fyora, she raised her brow with a questioning
         look.
      

      
      ‘He’s not happy,’ Fee remarked unnecessarily.

      
      ‘Would you be happy waking up to find the woman you love is dead and your friends have sold your soul to the God of Thieves?’

      
      Fee shrugged. ‘In Starros’s place, I’m not sure what I’d be feeling right now.’

      
      Fyora didn’t seem all that interested in discussing it further. She left Kalan standing in the small front room, disappearing
         through another door near the staircase. The smell of something delicious cooking wafted in from the kitchen when she pushed
         open the door, and then faded again as it swung shut behind her. A few seconds later the door to the other room flew open
         and slammed against the wall, making the whole house shake. Starros stalked toward the front door, clearly planning to leave
         the house, but he stopped when he saw Kalan.
      

      
      ‘Come to check on your handiwork, I suppose?’ he asked, his voice heavy with scorn. ‘Take a good look, Kalan. You must be
         feeling very proud of yourself. See! Not a mark! Of course, I don’t seem to own a soul any longer, but what the hell? Who
         needs a soul, anyway?’
      

      
      He was right about his remarkable recovery. Three days ago they’d brought him here on a stretcher on the very brink of death
         – broken, bloodied and barely recognisable. The young man standing before her now was whole and unmarked, showing no sign
         of Mahkas’s days of torture and beatings. But the cost had been prohibitive. It was obvious Starros was just beginning to
         understand that.
      

      
      Wrayan emerged from the other room behind him and stopped in the doorway, leaning against the frame, his arms crossed. He
         looked weary. ‘There’s no point getting angry at Kalan,’ he said. ‘It’s not her fault.’
      

      
      ‘You told Leila I was dead!’ Starros accused. ‘She was your friend. How could you do that to her? To us?’
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry, Starros,’ Kalan replied, tears welling in her eyes. She didn’t need Starros to remind her how much of the blame
         she carried for Leila’s suicide. ‘Mahkas made me …’
      

      
      ‘You should have let me die, too!’ he declared.

      
      ‘We couldn’t!’

      
      ‘Why not? Because I’m so damned important to the royal house of Wolfblade? Or because none of you wanted the guilt of two innocent deaths on your hands?’
      

      
      ‘If I’d realised bringing you back from the brink of death was going to turn you into an ungrateful halfwit.’ Wrayan remarked,
         still leaning against the door, ‘I would’ve left well enough alone.’
      

      
      ‘Nobody asked you to bring me back, Wrayan!’ Starros pointed out furiously, turning on the thief.

      
      ‘Actually, Damin Wolfblade asked me to bring you back,’ Wrayan corrected. ‘You remember him, don’t you? Big blond chap with
         the power of life and death over you, me and everyone else in the province? Oh, that’s right … he’s your best friend, too,
         as I recall.’
      

      
      ‘A friend would never have sold my soul to a god!’

      
      ‘Maybe that’s something you should take up with Damin,’ Wrayan suggested. ‘In the meantime, lay off Kalan. She’s on your side, in case you’ve forgotten.’
      

      
      ‘Where is my friend, then?’ Starros demanded. ‘Where is Damin?’
      

      
      ‘He left the city yesterday,’ Kalan explained. ‘Heading for Elasapine.’

      
      ‘Running away?’

      
      Kalan shook her head, wondering how long Starros could sustain his rage. She’d never seen him like this before. ‘Hablet of
         Fardohnya is reportedly massing his troops behind the Sunrise Mountains for an invasion. Damin left with Adham and Rorin and
         Almodavar and two and a half thousand Raiders. They’re heading to Byamor first, to collect Narvell and all the Elasapine troops
         Grandpa Charel will let him have, so they can hold Hablet off until Wrayan and I can get to Greenharbour to warn my mother.’
      

      
      Starros took a deep breath, as if his rage needed fuel to sustain it and it was being starved because nobody would fight with
         him. ‘So I was what? Just a passing aside? A footnote?’ He turned to Wrayan again. ‘Did he ask you to put me back together again because he didn’t
         have time to deal with me?’
      

      
      ‘That’s surprisingly close to how it happened,’ Wrayan agreed.

      
      Starros’s shoulders sagged suddenly. He sat down on the bench near the fire, putting his head in his hands for a time, and
         then looked up at them, his eyes filled with despair. ‘Does he know what he’s done to me?’
      

      
      Wrayan shrugged. ‘Probably not.’

      
      ‘Does he care?’

      
      ‘Probably not.’

      
      ‘Why did you do it?’ Starros asked Wrayan. He sounded more curious than angry now. ‘And don’t give me any of that he is my prince nonsense. You’re a Harshini sorcerer and the head of your own guild. You don’t have to take orders from anybody.’
      

      
      ‘Two reasons,’ Wrayan replied, pushing off the door-frame. He crossed the room and took a seat opposite Starros on the other
         wooden bench. ‘The first was simple patriotism.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Damin might be arrogant at times and rather arbitrary when he decides to throw his weight around, but that doesn’t mean he
         isn’t right, occasionally. He has a war to fight and it needs his undivided attention. His best friend on the brink of death
         is a distraction he didn’t need. Now you’re all better and Damin doesn’t have to worry about you.’
      

      
      ‘I never picked you for a raving patriot, Wrayan.’

      
      ‘Which just shows how little you know me.’

      
      ‘What was the other reason?’

      
      ‘Selfishness.’

      
      ‘Selfishness?’
      

      
      Wrayan smiled. ‘I’ve been offering you a job in the Thieves’ Guild since you were fifteen, Starros. You’re bright, well-educated
         and have a good head for politics and organisation. You kept knocking me back. Now you don’t have a choice.’
      

      
      Starros looked at him, shaking his head in bewilderment. ‘You sold my soul to Dacendaran so you could recruit me into the
         Thieves’ Guild?’
      

      
      ‘Not the most orthodox way of going about it, I’ll admit. But it is effective.’

      
      ‘What if I don’t want to be a thief?’

      
      Wrayan shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. You’re a thief now, whether you want to be or not.’

      
      ‘And what of my former life? You know … the one I had a few days ago?’

      
      ‘Your former life ceased the minute Mahkas found you and Leila together,’ Kalan reminded him gently. She sat beside him and
         put her hand on his shoulder, hoping to convey her sympathy. ‘Even if she wasn’t dead, there’d be no going back. Not now.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to Mahkas?’

      
      She hesitated for a moment, and then decided the only thing to do was tell him the truth. ‘Damin tried to ventilate his windpipe
         with a battle gauntlet. Did a rather impressive job of it, too. Rorin healed what he could, but Mahkas is still bedridden
         and likely to be for a while yet. He can’t speak in much more than a hoarse whisper. Xanda’s taken over running the province
         while he’s ill, but I’m not sure what will happen when he recovers.’
      

      
      ‘Why didn’t Damin kill him?’

      
      ‘Because he’s not that stupid,’ Wrayan replied heartlessly.

      
      Starros glared at him. ‘You think taking vengeance for Leila’s death is stupid?’

      
      ‘Taking vengeance for anything is stupid, Starros, when that vengeance is liable to do you as much harm as your enemy.’

      
      ‘So Mahkas is going to be allowed to get away with everything he’s done?’ Starros asked bitterly. ‘Is that what you’re saying?
         And that I should just accept it?’
      

      
      ‘I’m suggesting nothing of the kind.’

      
      ‘Then what are you suggesting?’
      

      
      ‘I’m suggesting, Starros, that you are now a thief. Your soul belongs to Dacendaran. If you’re planning to get even with Mahkas
         Damaran, do it in such a way that you hurt Mahkas and honour your god.’
      

      
      ‘You think I should steal something from him?’
      

      
      ‘No, Starros, I think you should steal everything from him.’
      

      
      Starros looked at Wrayan, a little baffled by what the thief was telling him, but before he had a chance to question him further,
         Fee came in from the kitchen carrying a large pot. She dumped it on the small table and, after eyeing the three of them curiously,
         announced that lunch was ready.
      

      
      Kalan took Starros’s hand and squeezed it, smiling at her foster-brother, hoping to let him know how much she empathised with
         his pain, but at that moment Starros wasn’t thinking about pain, she suspected. The pain was too raw, his grief too overwhelming,
         for Starros to be thinking of anything other than revenge.
      

   
      
      2

      
      

      
      Brakandaran the Halfbreed looked down over the plains around the Winter Palace at Qorinipor, shielding his eyes with his forearm
         against the bright sun resting on the horizon. It was chilly at this altitude, but he was dressed for it in a long, dark,
         fur-lined coat that reached almost to his ankles. It was a souvenir from a raid on a caravan belonging to a rather pretentious
         Hythrun merchant about six years ago. The man had cursed loudly as Brak relieved him of his precious coat, seemingly more
         upset about losing the garment than any other goods the bandits had taken from him in the raid. Brak pulled the coat closed
         against the bitter wind and scanned the plains below from his vantage point high in the foothills of the Sunrise Mountains
         on the Fardohnyan side of the border.
      

      
      ‘It’s depressing, isn’t it?’

      
      The Halfbreed turned to find Dacendaran, the God of Thieves, perched on a tree stump behind him, dressed in his motley array,
         seemingly unaffected by the cold wind, but looking just as displeased by the spectacle laid out before them as Brak.
      

      
      ‘Hello Dace. What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘Same as you.’ The boy-god shrugged miserably. ‘Looking at that army down there and cursing Zegarnald in every language I
         know.’
      

      
      Brak smiled at his forlorn expression. Jealousy among the gods was always entertaining. ‘He’s really gone all out for this
         one, hasn’t he?’
      

      
      ‘How many of them do you think there are?’

      
      Brak shrugged and buried his hands in the deep pockets of his coat for warmth. ‘Multiply the number of camp fires by six,’
         he instructed the god. ‘That should give you a rough estimate.’
      

      
      ‘I’m the God of Thieves, Brak. I only count stolen property. What do I know about counting fires?’

      
      ‘The mathematical principle is the same, Divine One. For fires and contraband.’
      

      
      ‘Easy for you to say,’ Dace grumbled. ‘Anyway, it’s only late afternoon. Isn’t counting camp fires something you can only
         do at night?’
      

      
      Brak feigned a look of astonishment. ‘You mean there’re some things beyond even a god ?’
      

      
      ‘Just answer the question, Brak. There’s no need to be sarcastic.’

      
      The Halfbreed shrugged and turned back to stare down over the camp. ‘About thirty, maybe forty thousand men, I guess. He’s
         probably got this many troops again down on the coast at Tambay’s Seat, waiting for a chance at Highcastle, too.’
      

      
      The God of Thieves sighed. ‘Do you know what I’d give to be able to gather forty thousand thieves together all in the same
         place at the same time?’
      

      
      ‘You can add that many again for the camp followers.’ He turned to the god and smiled. ‘Kalianah and Jelanna will be having
         a field day down there. Jondalup’s probably doing a roaring trade, too. Soldiers love to gamble. Even Cheltaran will be licking
         his lips, given the likelihood of disease and injury that comes with war. Let’s not even begin to talk about what Death is up to …’
      

      
      ‘There’s no need to rub it in, Brak.’

      
      He smiled, fairly certain he understood what had prompted this unexpected divine visitation. ‘Feeling a bit left out are we,
         Divine One, with the world about to be plunged into war?’
      

      
      Dacendaran shrugged uncomfortably. ‘I was doing all right there, for a while. Things were moving along very nicely, even with
         a war on the way. All those soldiers … all those lovely fat purses … Hablet never forgets to pay his troops, I’ll grant him
         that. And then the sacrilegious bastards chopped the hands off some poor court’esa who stole her customer’s pay in my honour and now there’s barely a larcenous thought in the whole damn war camp.’
      

      
      ‘That must have hurt.’

      
      ‘It does,’ the god agreed. ‘You have no idea how much it wounds me to see my followers abandon—’
      

      
      ‘I was referring to the poor girl who got her hands chopped off, Divine One,’ the Halfbreed cut in. ‘I really don’t give a
         fig about your followers.’
      

      
      Far from being offended, the god smiled knowingly. ‘You can pretend all you want, Brak, but I know you’re mine.’

      
      ‘Is that right?’

      
      ‘You’re a bandit, Brakandaran,’ the god pointed out with a smug grin. ‘You have been for years, now. That puts you right up there with the
         burglars and the pickpockets.’
      

      
      ‘I am at the moment,’ Brak admitted, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, as if he was torn with indecision. ‘But there’s a war
         about to start soon, you know. I can already feel myself being tempted to abandon my life of larceny for the noble pursuit
         of war.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Dace demanded.

      
      Brak forced himself not to smile. ‘I’m just saying, Dace … It’s going to be hard to resist swapping the joys of robbing fat merchants in the Widowmaker Pass when the higher calling of dealing out death to the poor, unsuspecting Hythrun
         beckons. All for the greater glory of Zegarnald, the God of War, of course.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you’re joking.’

      
      Brak spun around to find Dace had vanished as Chyler Kantel approached from the trees behind him.

      
      In her own way, Chyler Kantel was a queen and her kingdom was the Sunrise Mountains around the Widowmaker Pass. Admittedly,
         the bulk of her subjects made their living from robbing caravans in the pass, but there was far more to Chyler’s Children
         than simple banditry. Every village in the mountains paid homage to her and in return, Chyler and her ragtag band supplied
         them with the protection Hablet’s army wasn’t interested in providing, along with selling them goods relieved from the caravans
         raided in the pass.
      

      
      It was the reason, Brak knew, he’d stayed in the mountains with the bandits for so long. Here, among Chyler’s Children, he
         could fight regularly and maybe if he was lucky, some young, hot-blooded caravan guard would get the better of him someday,
         and he might die. In the meantime, along with honouring Dacendaran, he occasionally got a chance to help the villagers in
         the region. It went some way to making up for what he’d done.
      

      
      Chyler was bundled up against the cold in a fur-lined coat similar to Brak’s (also stolen from a passing caravan), two layers
         of wool under her leather trousers and high, sheepskin-lined boots. There were silver streaks in her thick red hair these
         days, and laughter lines around her eyes that remained even when she wasn’t laughing. Chyler was still as handsome and as
         lithe as a woman half her age. She was tough, too, in a way Brak found quite beguiling. He had seen her kill as coldly as
         an assassin and an hour later found her crying like a child when she was forced to put down a sickly dog.
      

      
      Chyler stopped behind him on the ledge, looked around curiously and then fixed her gaze on Brak. ‘Who were you talking to?’
      

      
      ‘The God of Thieves.’

      
      Chyler smiled. ‘If anybody else told me that, I’d swear they were crazy. But with you … Did he have anything interesting to
         say?’
      

      
      ‘The gods rarely do,’ he said. ‘Mostly he was just whining about how Zegarnald and the other gods are getting stronger because
         there’s a war on the way, which means he’s getting weaker.’
      

      
      ‘He’s got a point,’ Chyler agreed, stepping up next to Brak as she studied the vast war camp below. ‘We won’t be robbing fat
         merchants – or any other kind – for quite some time, once that lot starts moving through the pass. I actually feel sorry for
         the Hythrun.’
      

      
      ‘You? Pitying the Hythrun? There’s something I never thought I’d live to see.’
      

      
      She shrugged. ‘Well, first they get slaughtered by the plague and now, when they’re at their weakest, Hablet’s going to overrun
         them, and with the borders closed, they don’t know anything about it. Doesn’t seem fair, really.’
      

      
      ‘Not a lot about war is fair, Chyler.’

      
      ‘Do you think someone should warn them?’

      
      ‘Who? The Hythrun?’

      
      ‘No,’ Chyler replied, rolling her eyes. ‘The bloody Medalonians! Of course, the Hythrun!’

      
      Brak shook his head emphatically. ‘Oh, no! Zegarnald would just love that.’
      

      
      Chyler looked at him in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Tip off the Hythrun about the invasion and they’ll be waiting for Hablet the moment he breaks through the pass.’

      
      She raised a brow questioningly. ‘And this is bad because …?’
      

      
      ‘Because it’ll give Zegarnald a real war,’ he explained. ‘Right now, the chances are good Hablet will move through the pass
         as soon as spring arrives and be in Greenharbour before the Hythrun can say “Oh my god! We’re being invaded!” As you say,
         they’ve been decimated by plague and Lernen Wolfblade couldn’t win a battle if it was between two toy ships in his own bathtub.
         With luck, this war might be over by the end of summer.’
      

      
      ‘But if the Hythrun get enough warning and find themselves someone capable of actually mounting a defence,’ Chyler concluded,
         ‘it might drag on for years.’
      

      
      ‘And the God of War would like nothing better.’

      
      ‘I thought you liked the Hythrun, Brak.’

      
      ‘I do. But I don’t like pandering to Zegarnald’s ego.’

      
      ‘But the Hythrun are bound to put up some kind of fight. How do you think the Fardohnyans will get past Winternest?’

      
      ‘Don’t know. Don’t really care, either.’

      
      The bandit leader looked at him curiously. ‘Are you really going to stand by and do nothing about this war?’

      
      ‘There’s nothing I can do, Chyler.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re Brakandaran the Halfbreed.’

      
      ‘I’m Brak the Bandit,’ he corrected. ‘I wish you’d give up this notion I’m anything more than that. It’s not my responsibility
         to put the world to rights.’
      

      
      Chyler sighed. ‘You’re rather disappointing for a legendary hero; you know that, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Then stop thinking of me as one. I’m really nothing of the sort.’

      
      Chyler slipped her arm through his and smiled. ‘I’m happy to keep your little secret, Brak, but no matter how much you try
         to forget it, you’re still the Halfbreed. You’re a legend, whether you want to be or not.’
      

      
      ‘Look, I’ve been here for the better part of twelve years, Chyler …’ he began. It sounded a long time but to Brak it meant very little. Twelve years for a man who had lived for more than seven hundred was barely any time at all.
      

      
      ‘Ever since I hauled you out of that pile of corpses they tossed over the wall at Westbrook the night we first met,’ she reminded
         him.
      

      
      ‘Exactly. And in all that time, have you ever seen me do anything that might lead you to believe I have any sort of magical powers?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she conceded. ‘I believe it was releasing all the prisoners in Westbrook while looking for a child rumoured to be a
         sorcerer that convinced me. Or it might have been you making a hidden gate appear in a solid stone wall that you knew about
         because apparently you were at Westbrook when they built the place six hundred years ago. Or maybe it was the fact you survived
         being run through and tossed over the walls of Westbrook? Or the fact you seem to be able to speak to the gods at will. Should
         I go on?’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t prove anything,’ he insisted. ‘Other people speak to the gods.’

      
      ‘But you’re the only person I’ve ever met who gets a response.’

      
      ‘Maybe I don’t,’ he suggested with a thin smile. ‘Maybe I’m just some lunatic who hears voices in his head and thinks the gods are talking to him.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe. But that wouldn’t account for Wrayan Lightfinger telling me you were the Halfbreed.’
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t believe anything a thief tells you, Chyler.’

      
      She laughed. ‘That’s a bit rich, coming from the man who claims he was just talking to the God of Thieves.’

      
      Brak smiled. ‘Exactly my point. Never believe anything a thief tells you.’
      

      
      She looked at him curiously. ‘Does that mean I shouldn’t believe you, when I ask if you’ll keep an eye on things here for
         a while?’
      

      
      ‘You’re going somewhere?’

      
      ‘I’ve been summoned.’
      

      
      ‘By whom?’

      
      ‘The Plenipotentiary of Westbrook.’

      
      ‘What does he want with you?’

      
      ‘He didn’t say.’

      
      Brak was quite alarmed at the prospect. ‘You’re not seriously thinking of going, are you?’

      
      ‘Is there some reason you think I shouldn’t?’

      
      ‘Hmmm …’ Brak said, feigning deep thought. ‘Can I think of a reason why you shouldn’t meet with the Plenipotentiary of Westbrook?
         It couldn’t possibly be because the last time you visited Westbrook you got arrested, I suppose? Or the fact there’s a price
         on your head for killing the head of the Qorinipor Thieves’ Guild? Maybe I just don’t like the idea—’
      

      
      ‘All right!’ she cut in impatiently. ‘I get your point! And it’s a crazy one. The last Plenipotentiary was killed eight years
         ago. And on the subject of being wanted for Danyon Caron’s murder … well, that’s all your fault, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘My fault?’
      

      
      ‘It was your friend, remember, who set the guild straight on who exactly plunged a knife into the back of that perverted little cretin.
         Up until Wrayan Lightfinger opened his big trap, nobody knew I had anything to do with it.’
      

      
      ‘I believe Wrayan opened his big trap, as you so eloquently put it, to set the record straight because the Qorinipor Thieves’ Guild was threatening to have an
         assassin sent after him.’
      

      
      ‘He has no honour,’ Chyler declared with a wounded look. ‘He ratted on a fellow thief.’

      
      ‘You were going to let him die for a murder you committed, Chyler. Where’s the honour in that?’

      
      ‘He could have blamed someone else,’ she said, a little uncomfortably. ‘He didn’t have to tell them the truth.’

      
      ‘So it would have been better to blame an innocent person?’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what I mean.’

      
      ‘No, what you mean is, you think Danyon Caron deserved to die and it seems patently unfair anybody should be called to atone
         for it, least of all you.’
      

      
      She glared at him. ‘If you know what I mean, Brak, why do you argue with me about it?’

      
      ‘Because I can.’ He recognised the determined expression on her face. ‘You’re still going to go to Westbrook, though, aren’t
         you?’
      

      
      ‘There might be a profit in it for us.’

      
      ‘There might be a gallows waiting for you, too,’ he countered.

      
      She paused, appreciating his concern, although it was clear she had no intention of letting it get in her way. ‘Just promise
         me you’ll look after things here while I’m gone, Brak. I can take care of myself.’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘No, what?’ She looked quite puzzled by his refusal. ‘Are you saying you don’t think I can look after myself?’
      

      
      ‘No, I’m saying I won’t look after things while you’re gone.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because I’m coming to Westbrook with you.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Brak shrugged. ‘I’m supposed to be a legendary hero, remember? Maybe, if I go along to watch your back, I’ll get to do something
         heroic.’
      

      
      Chyler looked at him for a long moment and then, instead of smiling at his joke, she nodded slowly in understanding. ‘You’re
         leaving us, aren’t you?’
      

      
      Brak hesitated before answering, and then finally he shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied honestly. ‘I’ve certainly contemplated
         the idea.’ He didn’t add the reason he’d been thinking about it so much. A man had a much better chance of dying in battle than while robbing trading caravans in the Widowmaker
         Pass.
      

      
      ‘I’ll miss you. We all will.’

      
      ‘I haven’t actually said I was leaving, yet.’

      
      ‘You don’t have to,’ Chyler told him. ‘I can see it in your eyes.’

      
      ‘Chyler …’

      
      She held up her hand to stop him saying anything more. ‘Look, you don’t have to explain. Not to me. I don’t know what you’ve
         been hiding from these past twelve years, Brak, and I don’t really care. But it’s eating you alive. I’ve always known that.
         And I’ve always known whatever you’re trying to run from would eventually chew through that rock-hard shell you’ve so carefully
         built around yourself and finally hit a nerve. And when it did, you’d have to go.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not you, Chyler, or anyone here.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘You don’t mind?’

      
      ‘Of course I mind,’ she said. ‘You’re the best sword I’ve got. But I’ll cope. Chyler’s Children drove fear into the hearts of caravan traders
         the length and breadth of the Widowmaker long before you came along, my friend, and we’ll keep doing it long after you’re
         gone. Nobody is indispensable, Brak. Not even the Halfbreed.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll stay until after you’ve spoken to the Plenipotentiary,’ he offered. ‘Just in case he’s planning anything nasty.’

      
      ‘I’d appreciate that.’

      
      ‘I won’t forget you, Chyler.’

      
      ‘Ten years from now you won’t even remember my name,’ she predicted.

      
      ‘Ten years from now, Chyler,’ Brak replied seriously, with as much hope as conviction, ‘I’ll be dead.’
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      Wrayan’s suggestion that Starros should honour Dacendaran whilst seeking revenge against the man responsible for his lover’s
         death struck a chord in the young man’s heart. Over the next few days he found himself thinking of little else. The need to
         do something – anything – to make Mahkas pay for his crimes consumed every waking moment and more than a few of his dreams,
         too. Secretly, he welcomed the distraction. Plotting all manner of dreadful ends for Mahkas Damaran kept his mind off other
         things. It kept him from having to face his loss. It kept him from having to deal with his new status as a disciple of the
         God of Thieves.
      

      
      But mostly, it kept him from having to feel anything, because that was the most terrifying thing of all.

      
      Starros was coping with the discovery that Damin had ordered his soul traded for a quick recovery better than anybody – Wrayan
         and Kalan included – suspected. What he couldn’t face was the emptiness, the certain knowledge that Leila was gone and it
         was his fault. If he’d only turned her away, the first time she came to his room. If he’d only faced the truth about their
         relationship and made Leila face it sooner. Perhaps then, it might have been over before it started. Over before they could
         fall in love. Over before Mahkas could find them in each other’s arms. Over before Leila could be made to believe he was dead and she could take her
         own life to join him in the afterlife.
      

      
      Despite what he’d said to her, Starros didn’t really blame Kalan. His outburst a few days ago had been prompted by frustration
         as much as anger. He was helpless, hiding down here in the Beggars’ Quarter. Helpless and hopeless, not sure where he belonged,
         just certain he no longer had a place in the life he’d once known as the Chief Assistant Steward of Krakandar Palace.
      

      
      He was angry at Damin, too, for ordering this drastic change in his circumstances and then leaving him to cope with it alone.
         It might have been easier to deal with, had Damin been here. At least then, Starros would have something to rail at, a focus
         for his torment. But Damin had left Krakandar to attend to more important issues. He was Hythria’s heir and the fate of a
         friend came a distant second to the security of the nation.
      

      
      The thought both cheered and chilled Starros. Someday, Starros knew, when Damin ascended to the throne, Hythria would finally
         have a prince prepared to put his nation ahead of his personal concerns, something of which no High Prince had been capable
         for generations. At the same time, it meant Damin was far more ruthless than any of his recent predecessors. If that thought
         had occurred to Starros then, eventually, it would occur to the other Warlords, and it might begin to worry them. Worried
         Warlords, Starros knew, had a bad habit of sharpening their knives. Or hiring the Assassins’ Guild.
      

      
      ‘Why the long face?’

      
      Starros, tucked away out of sight in a booth at the back of the Pickpocket’s Retreat, looked up at the man who spoke. He was
         a tall, balding man in his late forties, his forger’s fingers stained with ink.
      

      
      Starros frowned, not appreciating the interruption. He’d sought refuge here in the hope of remaining anonymous. The heavy beams holding up the low ceiling, the dim lighting and the
         low hum of conversation gave the taproom a cosy, dark feel that suited Starros’s mood well. ‘Was I looking miserable, Luc?
         How surprising, seeing as how I’ve got so much to sing and dance about, too.’
      

      
      Luc North, Wrayan’s second-in-command, smiled grimly, taking the padded bench opposite Starros uninvited. ‘Wrayan said you
         might need cheering up.’
      

      
      ‘Can you raise the dead?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Then there’s nothing you can do for me, Luc.’

      
      ‘How ’bout a little distraction then?’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘We’ll go honour Dacendaran,’ Luc suggested. ‘I know a house over on Weller Street where there’s a jewellery box just begging
         to be lifted. And a very obliging lady of the house, too. She could teach you the finer points of “taking more than the silverware”.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that what you thieves call rape?’

      
      Luc was obviously offended by the question. ‘Let’s get something cleared up right now, my friend. No thief rapes anyone while
         honouring Dacendaran and lives to tell about it.’
      

      
      ‘I never realized your people aspired to such a high moral standard.’

      
      ‘Hang around a bit longer,’ Luc advised. ‘You’d be surprised what us people believe.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Luc. I wasn’t trying to be offensive. I’m just not in the mood for honouring anybody at the moment, least of all
         the god to whom I now apparently belong.’
      

      
      ‘It could be worse,’ the forger said philosophically.

      
      ‘How?’ Starros asked.

      
      He smiled crookedly. ‘They might have sold your soul to Kalianah. You’re a good-looking lad. I reckon you’d have been worn out in a month if you were stuck honouring the Goddess of Love seven or eight times a day.’
      

      
      Despite himself, Starros smiled, too. ‘There is that to be thankful for, I suppose.’

      
      ‘It’s not such a bad life, you know,’ Luc told him. ‘And considering what’s happened to you lately, old son, it’s a bloody
         miracle you’re here to enjoy it.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose,’ Starros agreed, wondering what part of Leila killing herself constituted a miracle.

      
      ‘So, you interested in a little excursion, or not?’

      
      Starros shook his head. ‘Thanks, but I’m not sure I’m ready for any … excursions … just yet.’

      
      ‘Well, just let me know when you are. I’ll see what I can arrange.’

      
      Starros looked at him curiously. ‘Wrayan’s placed you in charge of my conversion to the God of Thieves, has he?’

      
      ‘Only because he’s going away.’

      
      That was something Starros hadn’t known. ‘Where’s he going?’

      
      ‘Greenharbour,’ Luc replied. ‘He and Lady Kalan are leaving tomorrow. Didn’t he tell you?’

      
      ‘I heard Kalan talking about it, but I didn’t realise they were planning to depart so soon.’

      
      ‘I gather if Lady Kalan had her way, they’d have ridden out of Krakandar on Damin Wolfblade’s heels.’

      
      The feeling that his own woes were a secondary concern in the rapidly escalating threat facing Hythria left Starros feeling
         quite irrelevant. ‘Well, I suppose now I’m all better, they don’t need to worry about me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not like you to be so petulant, lad.’ Luc was obviously trying to be sympathetic, but Starros wasn’t in the mood for
         pity.
      

      
      ‘Nothing’s the same as it used to be, Luc,’ he replied, swallowing the last of his ale and climbing to his feet. ‘Me, most
         of all.’
      

      
      He turned for the door at the back of the taproom, thinking the solitude of the safe house he’d been so desperate to escape
         an hour ago was suddenly the most attractive thing on offer. Luc caught his wrist as Starros walked past him.
      

      
      ‘Just remember, lad, “taking more than the silverware” is a game two people have to play willingly. The last thief in Krakandar
         who thought he could get away with rape died the very next day.’
      

      
      ‘Who killed him?’ Starros asked, curious, in spite of himself.

      
      ‘The man who takes care of all the guild’s difficult problems,’ Luc replied. ‘The head of the guild. Wrayan Lightfinger.’
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      News that the plague was on the wane sent waves of relief through the citizens of Greenharbour. The discovery of an ancient.
         Harshini text in the Sorcerers’ Collective Library detailing the management of the disease had been a great boon. Marla had
         seen to it the news got about that old Bruno Sanval, the Lower Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective, was responsible for this
         remarkable discovery and their subsequent triumph over the spread of the disease. Originally, Marla had helped fan the rumour
         to prevent Alija from taking the credit, but now the tale served an even better purpose. It gave the elusive Bruno Sanval
         standing with the people of Greenharbour, and with the other members of the Sorcerers’ Collective. When Alija fell, there
         would be no power vacuum into which another despot could step. The transition of power in the Sorcerers’ Collective once Alija
         was dead, she had decided, would be smooth and barely noticeable.
      

      
      All the best transitions of power were.

      
      There had been no new cases for days now and Marla was seriously considering opening the city gates for the first time in
         almost three months. Of course, as the problem of the plague began to wane, it merely highlighted all the other problems piling
         up around her. She sighed wearily. It’s going to take months to sort out the mess.
      

      
      ‘There’s only one solution,’ Marla remarked aloud, without looking up from the report she was reading. This one detailed the
         woes of that popular disaster area known as the Greenharbour docks and was even more depressing than the report on the dire
         state of the felting business she’d just put aside because she was in no mood to deal with it. ‘The Retreat Season has to
         go.’
      

      
      When Marla received no answer, she looked up and realised she was alone in her brother’s study with nothing more than his
         repulsive murals for company. The candles flickered faintly in the breeze coming from the open windows on her right. Once
         again, she realized with a start, she’d forgotten Elezaar was dead. Even though it was more than two weeks since they’d buried
         his child-sized body in the garden of her townhouse next to her late husband, Ruxton Tirstone, the habits of a lifetime were
         hard to break.
      

      
      Marla’s eyes misted at the pain of the dwarf’s betrayal. It was not, however, the fact that he had told her worst enemy, Alija
         Eaglespike, her innermost secrets before taking his own life that both pained and infuriated the princess, it was his temerity
         in taking his own life afterwards to escape her wrath. Elezaar was a slave. By rights, he had no will of his own.
      

      
      How dare you fear me? How dare you leave me to carry this burden alone?

      
      ‘Did you call, your highness?’

      
      Her brother’s seneschal, Corian Burl, stood in the doorway, his hand on the latch, his features shadowed by the candelabra
         he held. He must have been waiting outside the door, in case the princess needed him.
      

      
      Marla shook her head. ‘I was just thinking out loud. Do you think there’d be much of an outcry if my brother abolished the
         Retreat Season, Corian?’ Although everything Marla did, she did in her brother’s name, they both knew the High Prince barely even glanced at anything Marla put in front of him for his signature. If anybody was planning to abolish
         the custom of ordering the Warlords and their retinues out of the capital over the sweltering Greenharbour summer, it certainly
         wasn’t Lernen Wolfblade.
      

      
      The old slave shrugged. ‘I suspect opinion would be fairly evenly split, your highness. There are just as many highborn who
         look forward to the Retreat Season as there are those who curse it. Were you … or rather, the High Prince, thinking of abolishing
         the custom?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure we’re going to be able to afford the luxury of a three-month-long vacation this year, Corian.’

      
      The slave stepped into the room and closed the door behind him before answering. ‘If the High Prince abolishes this custom,
         even temporarily, it will be impossible to reinstate it, your highness. I’d be very sure I can live with the consequences
         before making such a decision if I were … the High Prince.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry,’ she assured him with a faint smile. ‘I’ll see to it the High Prince gives the matter his full consideration.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you will, your highness,’ the seneschal agreed with a courtly bow.

      
      He’d been a court’esa once. And a very good one, if Elezaar’s opinion was anything to go on. Even now, although he was well past sixty, Marla thought
         she could detect some hint of that smug self-confidence the very best court’esa somehow managed to convey.
      

      
      ‘Will you be much longer this evening?’

      
      Marla glanced toward the windows, a little surprised to find it was completely dark outside. When Corian had lit the candles
         earlier, it was barely dusk. ‘I hadn’t meant to stay this late, to be honest.’
      

      
      ‘Can I have a tray brought for you?’ the slave offered, walking toward her and stopping in front of the long gilded table that filled the centre of the room. ‘You’ve been here since dawn and barely had a bite to eat all day.’
      

      
      ‘Are you keeping tabs on me, Corian?’

      
      ‘Always, your highness,’ the seneschal replied without embarrassment. ‘It is my job to ensure the ruler of Hythria maintains
         good health.’
      

      
      ‘My brother rules Hythria, Corian Burl,’ she reminded him. ‘Don’t ever forget that.’

      
      ‘Of course, your highness.’

      
      Marla leaned back in her chair to ease the stiffness in her shoulders. ‘Where is the High Prince, anyway?’

      
      ‘He’s retired for the evening, your highness. He wearies easily, these days, and is having some … issues, with who his friends
         and foes might be.’
      

      
      Marla frowned. Her brother’s tiredness and his paranoia were simply more symptoms of his failing health. This crisis with
         the plague had been more fraught for Marla than anybody knew. Hythria certainly couldn’t afford the death of her High Prince
         now. Not with six long years until Lernen’s heir came of age at thirty. For months now, she’d lived in fear for her brother
         and it only got worse after her husband died. If the disease could take down someone as hale and hearty as Ruxton Tirstone,
         Lernen had no chance. That he had survived the disaster unscathed was something of a miracle in Marla’s opinion. Or perhaps
         a sign the gods were watching over her.
      

      
      Muttering a silent prayer to Cheltaran, the God of Healing, to watch over her brother for another few years at least, she
         returned her attention to the seneschal. There was no point fretting about her brother anyway. She knew what was wrong with
         Lernen and it was likely to drive him mad, long before it killed him. One didn’t lead the life he led and not be asked to
         pay the price eventually. Syphilis had no respect for rank or privilege.
      

      
      ‘I should think about getting home too, I suppose.’ Not that there’s much point, she added silently to herself. With both Ruxton and Elezaar gone there was nobody waiting for her at home these days. Nobody
         who cared how her day had been.
      

      
      Sentimental fool.

      
      ‘Shall I order your litter brought round, your highness?’

      
      Marla put aside the report on the Greenharbour docks and the need to rebuild the ruined wharf district that had been decimated
         by fire several years ago. There was always something in the city that needed fixing. It would keep.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Corian,’ she agreed.

      
      The seneschal bowed and withdrew, leaving Marla alone in the candlelit study with its gaudy, erotic murals, wondering if this
         was what life would always be like from now on …
      

      
      And then she cursed her own weakness for wallowing in self-pity and rose to her feet. Alone she might be, but Hythria needed
         her and she’d been carrying that burden without help for more than two decades.
      

      
      Marla Wolfblade was made of sterner stuff than this.

      
      The house didn’t look deserted when she got home. She had an efficient staff. The main rooms were lit brightly and the moment
         her litter pulled up in the small courtyard at the front of the house with its tinkling fountain dedicated to Patanan, the
         God of Good Fortune, they swung into action to ensure her slightest whim was catered to. Marla gave their actions little thought.
         She was too accustomed to their ministrations to even notice them.
      

      
      ‘You have a visitor, your highness,’ one of the slaves – her housekeeper, Cadella – advised, as Marla stepped into the marbled
         entrance hall.
      

      
      Marla frowned, wondering who would be so crass as to breach protocol by visiting a widow while she was still in mourning.
         Then she realised it was more than a month since Ruxton had passed away. Closer to two months, actually, she remembered with a start. It was probably the plague that had kept visitors from her door, not protocol. But now, with
         the plague waning, things were obviously returning to normal.
      

      
      ‘I’m in no mood for visitors,’ she replied. ‘Tell whoever it is I’m indisposed. Have them make an appointment to see me at
         the palace tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘He was very insistent, your highness,’ Cadella told her, as she took Marla’s shawl and folded it over her arm. ‘He’s been
         waiting nearly two hours.’
      

      
      ‘Who is he?’

      
      ‘He wouldn’t give his name, your highness.’

      
      She looked at the slave curiously. Cadella was a large middle-aged woman who ruled Marla’s household with such military precision
         that at times she reminded Marla of Geri Almodavar. She’d inherited the slave from Ruxton, whom the woman had served faithfully
         for close to thirty years. ‘Are you telling me you allowed a man to wait in my house for two hours without bothering to establish
         if he was friend or foe, Cadella?’
      

      
      ‘He wears the ring of the Assassins’ Guild, your highness,’ the housekeeper explained. ‘I didn’t think it would be polite
         to ask.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ she said, a little impatiently. ‘Have some refreshments sent in to him and tell our guest that I’ll be with him
         shortly.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish, your highness.’

      
      Cadella curtseyed and hurried off to carry out her orders, leaving Marla to wearily climb the stairs to the first floor wondering
         why the Assassins’ Guild was waiting for her in the parlour.
      

      
      The first thing that surprised Marla about her visitor was his appearance. She’d been expecting some seedy, furtive little man, but the man who rose to greet her was well over six feet tall, his sleeveless, expensively embroidered shirt revealing
         a physique any man half his age would be proud of. He looked to be in his late thirties or early forties and carried himself
         with the unconscious sureness of a nobleman.
      

      
      ‘Your highness,’ he said with a bow, taking the hand she offered and kissing her palm in the traditional manner. ‘Thank you
         for seeing me.’
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she asked coolly, thinking this man made a living from being attractive to women. Perhaps he’d been court’esa trained. Perhaps he was a court’esa, promoted through the ranks of the Assassins’ Guild following his outstanding success as a professional killer. No doubt
         his specialty was seducing women and then slitting their throats. Or maybe not, she mused. He seems a little too refined for anything so … messy. Maybe he smothers his undoubtedly grateful and gloriously sated victims
            with a pillow once he’s had his way with them.
      

      
      ‘I am Galon Miar,’ the man informed her, still holding her hand.

      
      Marla withdrew her hand, making no effort to hide her disdain. ‘Alija’s latest plaything?’

      
      Galon’s perfectly groomed demeanour faltered for an instant. ‘If you know who I am, your highness, then you must also be aware
         of the rank I hold in the Assassins’ Guild.’
      

      
      ‘I’m aware of a great deal about you, Master Miar.’

      
      He smiled languidly. ‘Really? Do I interest you?’
      

      
      ‘Only in so far as I make it a habit of knowing intimate details about those who try to ingratiate themselves into the lives
         of my friends.’
      

      
      ‘Alija?’
      

      
      ‘You have another mistress?’ Marla shrugged, moving around the table to take a seat on the low cushions opposite her visitor. ‘I take it your business here tonight is for your guild? I doubt Alija trusts you with anything other
         than her physical needs, so I think I can safely assume you’re not here delivering a message from her.’
      

      
      Galon Miar hesitated, which gave Marla a great deal of satisfaction. She hadn’t lost her edge.

      
      ‘That’s correct,’ Galon replied. He remained standing, acutely conscious of the fact that Marla had not given him permission
         to sit in her presence. ‘The Raven asked me to call on you.’
      

      
      ‘How considerate of him.’

      
      ‘He wishes to remind your highness of her agreement with our guild.’

      
      ‘My agreement?’ she asked, leaning forward to select a grape from the platter on the low table. She wasn’t feeling particularly
         hungry, but she needed the distraction. The gesture made Galon look at her hand, rather than her face.
      

      
      ‘You promised us a son, your highness.’

      
      Marla leaned back against the cushions. ‘Certainly, Master Miar. Did he say which one he wanted? My eldest son, Damin Wolfblade?
         The High Prince’s heir? Or my younger son, Narvell Hawksword? The heir to Elasapine? My stepson, Rodja Tirstone, perhaps,
         who’s now responsible for one of the largest commercial empires in Hythria? Or would you prefer his younger brother, Adham?
         He’s off in Medalon somewhere, I believe. When you find him and inform him of his new career, you will give Adham my regards,
         won’t you?’
      

      
      Galon seemed amused by her deliberate misunderstanding. ‘You’re a widow once more, your highness. And you’re a very beautiful
         woman. The Raven has no doubt you’ll marry again, and when you do it will be another fortuitous arrangement for you and the
         High Prince, both politically and financially. From the next union, you will provide us with the apprentice you promised when you entered into this agreement with the Raven two decades ago, even if you have to give birth to the child yourself.’
      

      
      ‘And if I don’t?’ she asked, privately gloating. Alija’s lover thinks I’m very beautiful. He’ll want to hope his mistress doesn’t find that out any time soon.
      

      
      ‘If you renege on your agreement with the guild, the first thing that will happen is the assassination you arranged all those
         years ago will become public knowledge. I’m sure that’s an embarrassment both you and the High Prince would rather avoid.’
      

      
      Marla studied the man for a moment, and then came to a conclusion that left her almost faint with relief. ‘But you don’t know
         who it was that I had assassinated, do you?’
      

      
      ‘The Raven promised that information would remain secret, your highness. He hasn’t broken his trust.’
      

      
      She popped another grape in her mouth, hoping she looked unconcerned. ‘So if the Raven died tomorrow, the secret would die
         with him and it wouldn’t matter what you threatened me with, would it?’
      

      
      That seemed to amuse Galon, too. ‘You’d try to have the Raven assassinated, your highness?’

      
      Marla smiled. ‘Why do you ask? Looking for a bit of extra cash?’

      
      The silence between them was laden with unspoken treachery.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ the assassin said eventually, ‘but I rather like the idea of being the next Raven. Killing the present one would
         be a very bad career move. My guild takes a dim view of people who assassinate their superiors to expedite their own promotion.’
      

      
      ‘Not an unwise precaution in light of your profession.’

      
      ‘May I give the Raven your answer?’

      
      ‘My answer, Master Miar, is what it has always been. I will give your guild an apprentice. As soon as I’m in a position
         to do so.’
      

      
      Galon bowed to her. ‘I shall convey your assurances to the Raven. He’ll be most relieved.’
      

      
      ‘Do you have children. Master Miar?’

      
      ‘If you know as much about me as you claim, your highness, you shouldn’t need to ask.’

      
      He’s quick, this lover of Alija’s, which made Marla wonder what someone as obviously intelligent and astute as Galon Miar saw in that ageing old whore.
      

      
      ‘You have two daughters and a son, if my informants are correct.’

      
      ‘You’re remarkably well informed.’

      
      ‘Remarkably,’ she agreed coolly. ‘Tell me, would you apprentice your son to the Assassins’ Guild?’
      

      
      ‘I already have.’

      
      She raised an eyebrow curiously. ‘Like father, like son?’

      
      ‘Only if he grows up to be a legendary lover, a sparkling conversationalist and a brilliant assassin,’ Galon replied with
         a grin.
      

      
      Marla found herself intrigued, despite herself. ‘You’re pretty damn sure of yourself, aren’t you, Galon Miar?’

      
      ‘Comes with the job, your highness.’ He shrugged. ‘A lack of confidence in one’s own abilities is fatal in my profession.’

      
      ‘I imagine it would be,’ she agreed, wondering what it would take to rattle that supreme self-confidence. ‘Is that what Alija
         sees in you, Master Miar? Or is it just your well-toned body she lusts after?’
      

      
      He smiled. ‘Why don’t you ask her?’

      
      ‘Maybe I will,’ she replied. ‘Of course, I’m actually more interested in what you see in her. Is it the power a High Arrion
         of the Sorcerers’ Collective represents that has you so enchanted with her?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you find power arousing?’ he challenged, shifting slightly from one foot to the other, the only sign Marla had that he might
         not be as at ease as he seemed.
      

      
      ‘Not when it’s Alija Eaglespike wielding it.’
      

      
      ‘You should try it sometime, your highness,’ Galon suggested persuasively. ‘You might find it even more stimulating than
         money, which – according to popular belief – is what you find attractive.’
      

      
      Marla’s expression darkened. ‘Don’t even presume to think you know anything about me, Galon Miar. Go back to your guild. Give
         your superior my answer. This audience is over.’
      

      
      Unapologetically, Galon bowed low, with all the courtly elegance of a nobleman. ‘As you wish, your highness.’

      
      Marla didn’t answer. Instead, she ignored him, leaning forward to pick up a plum from the tray, examining it closely as if
         it was the most important thing in the room before biting into it, giving the blood-red fruit her undivided attention.
      

      
      Taking the hint, the assassin turned and walked from the room, leaving Marla alone with the platter full of fruit and her
         racing pulse. She couldn’t say for certain, however, if it was the looming threat of exposure by the Assassins’ Guild that
         left her so unsettled or the unexpectedly disturbing presence of Galon Miar.
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      Damin Wolfblade reined in his horse and turned off the road, allowing the column of Raiders to ride by, the dust of their
         passage whipped away by the crisp breeze. It was a beautiful day. Too beautiful to be marching to war, even with the knowledge
         the God of War favoured his endeavour.
      

      
      As he watched his Raiders riding along the road, their pennons snapping in the breeze, and tried not to dwell on the meaning
         of being visited by a god, Tejay Lionsclaw spied him and pulled away from the column, trotting over to where Damin was waiting.
         Dressed like a man in a tooled red leather breastplate bearing the rampant lion escutcheon of Sunrise Province, she didn’t
         look like the mother of four small children. She looked more like the girl Damin had known when he was fostered at her father’s
         stronghold as a child – fierce, determined and as tough as any Raider in her father’s army.
      

      
      Tejay circled her skittish mare and came to a halt beside him. ‘Something wrong?’

      
      Damin debated telling her about Zegarnald’s visit, but decided against it, for no reason he could readily identify. Instead,
         he shook his head. ‘I was just wondering what Charel Hawksword is going to make of me riding into Elasapine with my army.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure, once you’ve had a chance to explain …’
      

      
      He frowned. ‘I wrote him before we left, but if you were the Warlord of Sunrise Province and I was riding across your border
         with a couple of thousand troops, would you believe my explanation, or would you ride out to meet me with every sword you
         could muster at your back?’
      

      
      ‘The latter, probably,’ she conceded. ‘Still, Narvell’s effectively commanding Elasapine’s troops these days, even if he isn’t
         old enough to have the job officially. One assumes your half-brother will give you the benefit of the doubt.’
      

      
      ‘I hope so.’

      
      She looked at him askance. ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you?’

      
      Damin grinned. ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Well, it’s good to see you joking around again. That’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen since you got back to Krakandar
         from that cattle raid.’
      

      
      Damin’s smile faded. ‘There hasn’t been a lot to smile or joke about lately, Tejay.’

      
      ‘That never actually stopped you in the past.’

      
      He stared at her with a hurt look. ‘Are you accusing me of being shallow?’

      
      ‘Wasn’t that what you were trying so hard to make everyone believe?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I know, but … well, I thought my real friends would see the truth.’
      

      
      Tejay leaned across and patted his arm comfortingly. ‘Your real friends do see the truth about you, Damin. And we love you
         anyway. In spite of that.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me again why I let you come along?’

      
      ‘You want to stop an invasion,’ she reminded him. ‘Which is going to come through my province.’

      
      ‘And is your husband likely to be waiting on your border with his army when we try to cross into Sunrise Province?’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it.’

      
      He glanced at her, puzzled by her tone. ‘I gather that won’t be because he welcomes our presence.’
      

      
      ‘More likely he won’t be aware of it. Terin can be …’ she hesitated as she searched for the right word.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Easily distracted,’ she finished eventually.

      
      ‘What the hell does that mean?’

      
      ‘He has other things on his mind.’ She shrugged.

      
      Damin was getting a little tired of Tejay and her cryptic comments about her husband. ‘You promised me you’d tell me what’s
         going on,’ he reminded her.
      

      
      ‘And I will, Damin, it’s just—’

      
      ‘It’s just nothing,’ he cut in. ‘Time’s up, Tejay. Tell me now, or I’ll have Adham escort you back to Krakandar and you can wait out this war
         doing needlework with my Aunt Bylinda and Luciena, and the rest of the women and children.’
      

      
      She glared at him. ‘You wouldn’t dare!’

      
      ‘Try me.’

      
      Tejay fumed silently beside him for a long time before she spoke again. The column continued to move past them. Adham waved
         as he rode by, sitting beside Rorin in the centre of the column. The dozen or more supply wagons were almost on them before
         Tejay deigned to answer his challenge.
      

      
      ‘Terin is very conscious of the fact that his father was a bastard son promoted to Warlord,’ she said finally. ‘He believes
         I consider him beneath me. That I think I’m somehow better than he is because I come from a long line of Warlords and he’s
         the son of a bastard soldier.’
      

      
      ‘Do you?’

      
      She glared at him. ‘If I think myself a better person than Terin Lionsclaw, Damin, it’s only because his actions lack nobility,
         not because of his birth.’
      

      
      ‘So he thinks you’re a snob,’ Damin concluded.

      
      ‘It’s more than that,’ she replied heavily. She hesitated, and then the words began to tumble out of her as if they’d been
         pent up against a wall and Damin had finally forced her to breach it. ‘You can’t conceive of what it’s been like, Damin. His
         every waking moment is devoted to proving he’s better than me. Better than my father, better than my brother, even better
         than his own father. It governs his every action. You can’t draw breath without him reading something into it, some implied
         criticism or insult. To start with, it was just when we were alone, but the longer we’re married the worse it gets. Even Chaine
         took him to task about it, on more than one occasion. He ridicules me in public every chance he gets because he thinks it
         proves he’s better than me.’
      

      
      She hesitated, brushing away an annoying insect, but steadfastly refusing to look at him. ‘I stopped inviting my family to
         visit Cabradell years ago. I have no friends because he doesn’t allow them in the palace. I can’t go anywhere without having
         to explain where I am every moment of the day and who I’m with. He doesn’t love me, but he’s insanely jealous. I’m allowed
         no court’esa and when I once made the mistake of getting a little too relaxed in the company of one of my bodyguards, he had the man falsely
         accused of adultery and put to death.’
      

      
      ‘Then how did you ever convince him to let you take the children …’ Damin’s words trailed off and he stared at her. ‘He didn’t
         let you go, did he? You were leaving him.’
      

      
      ‘But then the plague got in the way,’ she said. ‘Which is why I turned north to Krakandar when I realised I couldn’t get to
         Natalandar. There was no way I could face going home. After Chaine died, I knew it was only going to get worse. My father-in-law
         at least made it tolerable because he had the power to curb the worst of Terin’s excesses. I couldn’t turn back, Damin. Even
         if the thought of going back to my husband hadn’t been so unendurable, the chances are good Terin would have had me killed the moment I stepped foot back in Cabradell Palace for taking the children
         away.’
      

      
      ‘He knew you were leaving him?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. In my righteous indignation, I made the mistake of leaving a letter, spelling out – in no uncertain terms – what
         I thought about him.’
      

      
      ‘Then he’s not likely to take your return to Sunrise Province at the head of the armies of Krakandar and Elasapine in a very
         good light, is he?’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Damin.’

      
      He shrugged philosophically. ‘It’s not your fault, Tejay. It’s just another problem we have to deal with.’

      
      ‘You say that because you’ve never been through the torment of living with someone like Terin Lionsclaw,’ she sighed.

      
      Damin’s frown deepened. ‘Did he hurt you, Tejay?’

      
      She looked away, still refusing to meet his eye. ‘That’s not the issue, Damin.’

      
      ‘If he laid a hand on you in anger, my lady, I’ll make it an issue.’
      

      
      ‘You need to worry about Hablet and his invasion, Damin. Terin may be a cowardly little prick, but he’s a loyal Hythrun. You
         need him and his army if you’re going to defend Hythria.’
      

      
      ‘You said he was easily distracted,’ Damin reminded her. ‘The man you describe sounds quite the opposite. Almost obsessive,
         even.’
      

      
      ‘Terin’s feelings of inferiority aren’t confined to me, Damin. He thinks every vassal in Sunrise Province is looking down
         on him, criticising him, judging him. And that damned Karien just makes it worse.’
      

      
      ‘What damned Karien?’

      
      ‘Renulus is his name,’ Tejay explained. ‘Chaine hired him to do a census of Cabradell city about two years ago. He moved into the palace and never left. Nor, incidentally, has he ever produced a count of Cabradell’s population. But that
         doesn’t seem to bother my husband. The two of them became great friends within days of meeting. Now he’s all but running the
         province and Terin just lets the sly little maggot do whatever he wants.’
      

      
      ‘And he’s a Karien, you say?’ Damin asked curiously.
      

      
      ‘Strange, isn’t it? I always thought the Kariens couldn’t bear to be parted from their precious god long enough to travel
         into the evil heathen south, but this chap seems to manage. And what’s worse is Renulus has Terin believing the whole world
         is against him, including me. My husband spends most of his time trying to foil the plots Renulus has convinced him are going
         on all around him. Today it will be poor old Murvyn Rahan in Warrinhaven, tomorrow it’ll be Lord Branador up at Highcastle
         …’ She sighed, shaking her head. ‘You’ll probably be halfway to Cabradell before either one of them notices your army, Damin,
         and when they do, it’ll all be part of yet another dire conspiracy, as far as my husband is concerned.’
      

      
      ‘If he’s behaving so erratically, they won’t be imaginary plots for long, my lady,’ Damin warned. ‘Particularly not if people
         come to believe a Karien has his ear.’
      

      
      ‘I know that,’ Tejay agreed helplessly. ‘And you know it. But there’s nothing I can do to convince Terin he’s being a fool. It broke my heart, living in Cabradell, Damin.
         Sunrise should be the richest province in Hythria. We control the only trade routes into Fardohnya. We have fertile soil,
         rivers teeming with life, enough lumber in the mountains to see us through to the end of time. And Terin just lets it all
         go while he tries to consolidate his position in a world where a good half of his enemies are in his own mind.’
      

      
      ‘You know, Elezaar has a saying,’ Damin told her. ‘By the time you’ve killed your last enemy, burned his last village and slaughtered his last chicken, it’s too late to discover you can’t enjoy being a conqueror if all you have left
         to rule over is a field of smoking ashes.’
      

      
      ‘Elezaar seems to have a saying for every occasion.’

      
      ‘It’s probably the most annoying thing about him,’ Damin agreed, ‘besides his nasty tendency to report every little thing
         I do to my mother.’
      

      
      ‘But at least you took some notice of what you were being taught,’ Tejay sighed. ‘It’s a pity Elezaar, or someone like him,
         wasn’t responsible for teaching Terin.’
      

      
      Damin leaned over and patted her arm encouragingly. ‘Then we’ll have to re-educate Lord Lionsclaw ourselves. And maybe do
         something about his little Karien friend, while we’re at it.’
      

      
      ‘Good luck,’ she replied sceptically.

      
      The column had almost completely passed them by. As the last of the supply wagons trundled past, Damin gathered up his reins.
         ‘Race you to the head of the column?’
      

      
      Tejay rolled her eyes. ‘You really are such a child sometimes, Damin Wolfblade.’

      
      He laughed. ‘You’re just afraid you can’t beat me.’

      
      ‘You think?’ she challenged. Urging her mount into a gallop, Tejay charged forward leaving Damin staring after her in surprise.

      
      ‘That’s cheating!’ he yelled after her.

      
      Without looking back, Tejay indicated exactly what she thought of his opinion with a rather crude hand gesture more common
         to a Raider than the highborn wife of a Warlord. Damin laughed at her as he took off in pursuit.
      

      
      Accompanied by the cheers of the watching troops, he overtook Tejay a few paces from the head of the column.

      
      Panting from the effort of the short, sharp ride, Tejay caught up with him a moment later, her fair hair whipped back by the
         cool breeze. The sun was shining brightly, but there wasn’t much warmth in it. Her cheeks and the tip of her nose were rosy from the brisk wind. ‘You just can’t bear to lose, can you?’ she accused as she reined in beside him.
      

      
      ‘My mother says that’s an admirable quality in a prince.’

      
      ‘Your mother is hardly objective, Damin.’

      
      ‘That doesn’t mean she’s wrong.’

      
      Tejay wasn’t amused. ‘Well, I just hope Hablet appreciates your intolerably competitive spirit. I’m not sure Starros will.’

      
      Damin looked at her, puzzled by her abrupt change of subject. And her reproachful tone. He’d thought they were just fooling
         around. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
      

      
      ‘I mean, Damin Wolfblade,’ she scolded like a disapproving big sister as they rode at the head of the column, ‘that in your
         endless desire to win at all costs, you made a decision about your friend that really wasn’t yours to make.’
      

      
      ‘How does that make me intolerably competitive?’

      
      She rolled her eyes. ‘You won’t even let death beat you, Damin. I think that qualifies as intolerably competitive.’

      
      He was wounded by her accusation. ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’

      
      ‘Maybe it is.’

      
      Damin still wasn’t sure why she was rebuking him. He certainly didn’t feel like he’d done the wrong thing for Starros. ‘Would
         you rather I did nothing and left Starros to die?’
      

      
      ‘What if he was meant to die?’
      

      
      ‘You don’t know that.’

      
      ‘Neither do you.’

      
      ‘I won’t regret it,’ Damin told her. ‘No matter what you say.’

      
      ‘Won’t?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘I can’t afford to regret anything, Tejay. Not if I want to rule Hythria someday and still maintain my sanity.’

      
      Tejay studied him curiously. ‘Is that another one of Elezaar’s infamous Rules of Gaining and Wielding Power?’ she asked. ‘Or one of your mother’s pearls of wisdom?’
      

      
      ‘Hard as it may be for you to believe, my lady,’ he informed her, ‘I actually came to that conclusion all on my own.’

      
      Before Tejay could answer, one of the scouts galloped toward them, his horse rearing as he hauled the beast to a halt in front
         of the column.
      

      
      ‘We’ve got trouble,’ the man announced, turning his horse sharply to bring the excited beast under control. ‘On the border.’

      
      ‘What sort of trouble?’ Damin asked.

      
      ‘Your brother’s waiting for us, your highness,’ the scout informed him. ‘And Lord Hawksword said to tell you that you’re out
         of your mind if you think he’s going to let anybody cross into Elasapine uninvited – even you – with an army at their heels.’
      

      
      Damin reined in his horse and brought the column to a halt. Almodavar, followed by Rorin and Adham, cantered forward to find
         out why Damin had stopped their progress.
      

      
      When he explained what was going on, Almodavar nodded in understanding, apparently unsurprised. ‘Charel Hawksword is a wise
         man.’
      

      
      ‘Charel?’ Adham asked. ‘I thought it was Narvell waiting for us at the border?’

      
      ‘On Charel’s orders,’ Almodavar replied. ‘You can bet your life on it.’

      
      ‘But why?’ Rorin asked. ‘Have you done something to upset the old man, Damin?’

      
      ‘Not that I know of.’

      
      ‘It’s because Charel’s heir is the younger brother of Hythria’s future High Prince,’ Tejay concluded, beginning to understand
         what Almodavar was getting at. ‘And he’s trying to establish Narvell’s independence.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what this will be all about,’ the old captain agreed. ‘Just a show of force for the sake of appearances.’

      
      ‘Great!’ Damin sighed impatiently. ‘We’re facing a Fardohnyan invasion and Narvell decides to make a point with Elasapine’s
         army. We really don’t have time for this.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe, if you explained what is going on to Narvell?’ Rorin suggested.

      
      Damin thought about it for a moment, certain his younger brother wouldn’t be trying to impede their progress if he knew the
         real reason for it. He turned to the scout who had delivered the news. ‘Did you actually speak to Lord Hawksword?’
      

      
      The scout shook his head. ‘No, your highness. It was one of his officers who passed on the message. I don’t think Lord Hawksword
         was even on the border at the time.’
      

      
      ‘How can you be sure?’ Adham asked.

      
      ‘When I arrived they were debating among themselves whether to send for him – to the manor house, they called it – but in
         the end, they decided not to disturb him. I’d gotten the gist of their intentions by then, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘The manor house?’ Damin repeated, a little confused.
      

      
      ‘They’ll mean Zadenka Manor,’ Rorin suggested. ‘Lord Warhaft’s estate. It’s right on the border. He’s probably staying there.’

      
      ‘Do you know where to find it?’

      
      The young sorcerer nodded. ‘Sure. Keep going along the highway until you reach the village of Zadenka and follow the sign
         pointing left to Zadenka Manor. It’s not really a great feat of navigation, Damin.’
      

      
      ‘Good,’ Damin said. ‘Then it shouldn’t take you long to get there, should it?’

      
      Rorin looked at him in confusion. ‘What?’

      
      ‘I want you to ride for Zadenka Manor, Rorin, take that brother of mine aside and explain to him what’s going on. Give him
         a chance to withdraw gracefully before we get to the border.’
      

      
      ‘Why me?’

      
      ‘Because he ordered you to,’ Adham said. ‘He’s the prince. They’re allowed to give orders like that. Do it all the time, I’ve
         noticed.’
      

      
      Rorin seemed unimpressed by Adham’s attempt at being witty. He turned his attention to the prince, ignoring Damin’s stepbrother
         completely. ‘Anything else you want me to tell him while I’m there?’
      

      
      ‘Just make him see how important this is, Rorin,’ Tejay said, before Damin could offer his suggestion. ‘Tell him Charel can
         prove he’s not his big brother’s lackey some other time. We don’t have time for a border skirmish. Even a small one.’
      

      
      Damin indicated his agreement with a nod and turned his gaze on the sorcerer. ‘You heard the lady.’ To the scout he added,
         ‘Stay with Master Mariner. Don’t let any harm come to him.’
      

      
      The scout saluted in acknowledgment of the order and gathered up his reins. Rorin did the same, smiling at the rest of them.
         ‘On the bright side, I guess this means I’ll get to sleep in a real bed tonight.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll see you at the border tomorrow,’ Damin promised.

      
      ‘Count on it,’ the young man replied, turning his mount in the direction of the scout.

      
      Annoyed more than concerned, Damin watched them cantering down the road until they disappeared behind the crest of the next
         rise and then gave the order to move out. As the column moved ahead he was left wondering why Charel Hawksword, a man he looked
         on as a beloved surrogate grandfather, would choose now, when they could least afford it, to start playing politics.
      

   
      
      6

      
      

      
      Starros had just finished wearily pulling off his boots when he heard the sound of a door closing in the small room adjacent
            to his bedroom. The door inside the tiny dressing room clicked shut and a moment later Leila emerged from the slaveways, dressed
            in a nightgown, her long fair hair hanging loose around her face, rippled from being braided so tightly all day.

      
      Even though Starros knew he was dreaming, in his mind’s eye she crossed the small bedroom in three steps and wordlessly stepped
         into his arms. He held her close, the feeling so real, so intense, that he felt almost overwhelmed by it; a moment of sheer bliss for both
            of them when neither had said a word, so neither of them was able to shatter their fragile happiness by speaking of reality.
      

      
      After a time she lifted her head from his shoulder and he kissed her, and then let her go and wiped a stray tear from her
            cheek. She smiled wanly, and sniffed back the rest of her tears.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he remembered telling her, not sure why he was apologising.
      

      
      ‘It’s not your fault, my love,’ Leila sighed.

      
      ‘You know, I don’t think I ever really lamented the fact that I was common-born until tonight, when I realised how far out
            of my reach you really are.’

      
      ‘I’m here in your arms, aren’t I?’ she whispered, kissing him again.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘In secret. In the dark …’

      
      With a jerk, Starros sat bolt upright, splashing his ale on the stained wooden table of the booth, as he suddenly realised
         where he was. Despite both Wrayan and Luc warning Starros to stay out of sight, for fear news of his miraculous recovery might
         make its way to the palace, he found himself drawn back to the Pickpocket’s Retreat. He sat alone in a corner booth and spoke
         to nobody, but he wasn’t there for the conversation. It was the sound of other voices that he craved; the nearness of other
         living souls. Alone, Starros had only his memories of Leila, his guilt and her ghost for company, but even the close proximity
         of other people wasn’t enough sometimes to fend off his despair.
      

      
      And the uncomfortable urge to steal something.

      
      ‘Another ale, lad? You’ve spilt more of that than you’ve swallowed.’

      
      Starros looked up, pulling his dripping sleeve out of the puddle of ale. Hary Fingle, the proprietor of the Pickpocket’s Retreat,
         was looking down at him with concern. He glanced at the mess he’d made and looked up at the white-haired tavern owner. ‘Thanks,
         Hary, but I think I’ll just sit on this one for a while longer.’
      

      
      ‘Well, just call Fee if you want another. Wrayan’s picking up the tab. I daresay he’d prefer you drank it, though, rather
         than swim in it.’
      

      
      ‘That’s nice of him.’

      
      ‘The Wraith looks after his friends.’

      
      ‘Wrayan the Wraith, eh? Odd to hear him called that.’

      
      ‘There’s more people in Krakandar who know him by that name than any other,’ Hary said. ‘It’s only you folks from the palace
         who think he’s some sort of gentleman rogue who never actually gets his hands dirty.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not one of the “folks from the palace” any longer, Hary.’
      

      
      ‘You’d be paying a damn sight more for that ale if you were, lad,’ Hary chuckled. ‘Keep your head down, eh?’

      
      The tavern owner moved off to greet another customer in the noisy, crowded taproom, leaving Starros alone. He wasn’t given
         long to enjoy his solitude, however. A moment later, Luc North slipped into the seat opposite with a fresh tankard of his
         own.
      

      
      ‘You’re going to be here a long while drowning your sorrows at the rate you’re drinking, Starros,’ the forger remarked. ‘You’ve
         been nursing that damn tankard half the morning.’
      

      
      ‘Are you watching me now?’

      
      ‘Funny, but that’s what I thought Wrayan meant when he asked me to keep an eye on you.’

      
      ‘I’ve been thinking about what Wrayan said, Luc.’

      
      ‘What did he say?’

      
      ‘About stealing from Mahkas.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s a step in the right direction. Dacendaran will be pleased.’

      
      ‘He said I should steal everything from him. He didn’t mean that literally, did he?’
      

      
      The forger shrugged. ‘Not unless you think you can organise the removal of the entire contents of Krakandar Palace without
         anybody noticing.’
      

      
      ‘Then what did he mean?’
      

      
      ‘Take something that means everything to him, I suppose.’
      

      
      Starros frowned. ‘I would have thought that was Leila.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s not really an option any longer,’ Luc remarked carelessly. ‘What else does he hold dear?’

      
      ‘Krakandar,’ Starros replied without hesitation.

      
      The forger pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘Then if you really want to avenge your lover and honour your god, Starros, that’s what you need to steal from Mahkas Damaran. Krakandar Province.’
      

      
      ‘And how do you propose I do that?’

      
      Luc smiled. ‘I believe that’s where the whole “criminal mastermind” talent comes in.’

      
      ‘I’m not a criminal mastermind,’ Starros pointed out.

      
      ‘You’re going to have to be to pull this off, old son,’ the forger warned with a grin. He rose to his feet and tossed a few
         copper rivets on the table for his ale. ‘I imagine it’ll keep you off the streets for a while, trying to figure it out, at
         any rate. Have you said goodbye to Wrayan?’
      

      
      ‘He’s going today?’

      
      ‘Any minute,’ the forger said. ‘He’s out in the stables with Lady Kalan getting ready to leave.’

      
      At that news, Starros abandoned his ale and hurried out the back of the tavern through the kitchens. It was raining outside,
         a gentle soaking rain so fine it was almost a mist. He found Wrayan and Kalan leading their mounts and a packhorse out of
         the stables into the yard. Kalan was dressed in a dark-green riding habit and a long matching cloak, her long blonde hair
         braided tightly against her head. Wrayan wore a long, dark leather coat that reached almost to his ankles, split at the rear
         to allow him to ride.
      

      
      ‘You weren’t going to leave without saying goodbye, were you?’ Starros asked as Kalan grabbed a handful of mane and placed
         her foot in the stirrup.
      

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she said, swinging up into the saddle. ‘I knew you’d come to see us off.’

      
      ‘That’s why I sent Luc in to find you,’ Wrayan added. ‘Will you be all right once we’re gone?’

      
      Starros shrugged. ‘I’ll survive.’

      
      ‘If you need anything, just ask Luc,’ the thief told him. ‘Or Hary. And stay out of sight. You’re safe enough here in the
         Beggars’ Quarter while Xanda’s minding the shop, but you don’t know what Mahkas will do when he’s back on his feet.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be all right, Wrayan.’

      
      ‘Are you sure, Starros?’ Kalan asked, looking down at him with concern.

      
      ‘Yes, Kalan, I’m sure. Now go save Hythria and stop worrying about me.’

      
      ‘It’s not too late to change your mind and come with us,’ Wrayan offered.

      
      Starros shook his head. ‘I’d rather stay here. It’s kind of hard to explain.’

      
      ‘I think I understand. Take care, my friend.’ The two men shook hands. ‘And I mean it about keeping your head down. Mahkas
         won’t have forgotten you.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not likely to forget about him, either.’

      
      ‘Painful though it might be, you do know Leila’s death isn’t likely to have changed anything with Mahkas, don’t you? I’ve
         known men like him before. You’ve as much chance of a change in him as you have trying to change the past.’
      

      
      ‘So don’t do anything foolish,’ Kalan warned, as Wrayan climbed into the saddle.

      
      ‘I’ll be careful,’ Starros assured them both. ‘I promise.’

      
      ‘Really careful?’ Kalan asked.

      
      ‘Yes. And you be careful, too,’ he replied, stepping back to allow them to pass. ‘It’s a long way to Greenharbour and there’s
         more than just plague and the odd bandit out there to worry about.’
      

      
      Kalan looked across at her travelling companion. ‘I have Wrayan to protect me.’

      
      ‘But who’s going to protect Wrayan from you?’

      
      ‘I’ve been wondering the same thing,’ Wrayan agreed. ‘Now get out of this rain, Starros. We’ll be fine. Just take care and
         don’t let Luc depose me while I’m gone.’
      

      
      Starros figured Wrayan was joking. Luc North was probably the most loyal deputy any head of the Thieves’ Guild had ever been blessed with. ‘I’ll watch him. Just like he’s watching me. On your orders, I believe.’
      

      
      ‘A man in my position can never be too careful,’ Wrayan replied. He tugged on the packhorse’s lead rope to get him moving.
         ‘Be careful, Starros.’
      

      
      ‘You too, Wrayan. Bye, Kalan.’

      
      Kalan looked down at him for a moment and then clucked at her horse to get her moving. Starros waited in the gentle rain until
         they’d turned down the lane behind the tavern and were out of sight, before heading back inside to the warmth of the Pickpocket’s
         Retreat, his ale and the problem of how he was going to steal Krakandar Province from under the nose of Mahkas Damaran.
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      The Plenipotentiary of Westbrook was a fat, jolly little man who’d bought his position from Lecter Turon, King Hablet’s eminently
         corruptible seneschal. He’d moved to the border fortress with his four wives and seventeen children and set about making the
         place his own personal kingdom some three years ago. After a series of commanders interested only in making a quick profit
         and returning to Talabar to enjoy the fruits of their labours as soon as they could possibly manage it, Blaire Baraban was
         actually a pleasant change. Interested in securing not just the fortress, but much of the surrounding countryside, he extended
         his benevolent corruption to the entire region and looked like he was settling in for a nice long stay.
      

      
      Chyler had dealt with him before, usually when he tried to extend his influence into those lawless areas of the mountains
         that were traditionally Chyler’s realm. The Plenipotentiary of Westbrook was a wily adversary, however, and after testing
         his limits in the early days of his reign, figured out just how far he could push Chyler before she reacted. Consequently,
         the mountains had been remarkably peaceful for the last three years and Baraban made a point of consulting Chyler before he
         did anything that might set her off, in the territory she considered her domain.
      

      
      The man was, Chyler explained to Brak as they waited in his anteroom, as corrupt and self-serving as any previous incumbent
         in Westbrook, but at least he was honest about it. He didn’t pretend to have any honour and didn’t expect others to have it
         either. That made him much easier to deal with because you always knew exactly where you stood with him.
      

      
      He greeted Chyler expansively as she and Brak were shown into his office, as if he was genuinely pleased to see her. After
         offering her a seat and gushing several insincere compliments about her health, beauty and good taste in fashion (she was
         dressed in men’s clothes under a bulky, shapeless sheepskin-lined coat) he turned his attention to Brak.
      

      
      ‘And who is this, Madam Kantel? Your bodyguard?’

      
      ‘Something like that,’ Brak replied.

      
      The Plenipotentiary of Westbrook smiled nervously and took a step back. Brak was a good foot taller than the tubby little
         man. He liked intimidating him.
      

      
      ‘Well, then … that’s as it should be, I suppose.’ He laughed warily, walking backwards until he had the bulk of his desk between
         himself and his visitors. ‘You know how dangerous the roads are … what with bandits, and all …’
      

      
      ‘Why did you ask for this meeting, my lord?’ Chyler asked impatiently, no more inclined to laugh at Baraban’s jokes than Brak
         was.
      

      
      Fixing his attention on the bandit leader, the Plenipotentiary of Westbrook assumed a businesslike air. ‘I have a proposition
         for you, Madam Kantel. One that should go some way to compensating your … associates … for their loss of income since the border was closed.’
      

      
      Chyler frowned. What Baraban euphemistically referred to as a loss of income meant near starvation for the families of her people, who relied on robbing merchants in the pass for their livelihood. ‘What sort of compensation?’
      

      
      ‘I am talking gainful employment, madam. A chance for your people to earn an honest living for a change.’

      
      ‘We’re quite happy with a dishonest living, Lord Baraban.’

      
      ‘And who am I to deny any man … or woman … the chance to honour the God of Thieves, Madam Kantel, but given the lack of traffic
         in the pass at present, perhaps a temporary shift of allegiance to the God of War might be prudent?’
      

      
      ‘The God of War?’ Brak asked, instantly suspicious.
      

      
      ‘There is someone I’d like you to meet,’ Baraban said, picking up a small mallet resting in the cradle of a decorative brass
         gong. He tapped the gong twice. Before the metallic notes had faded, the office door opened and an aide stepped into the room.
      

      
      ‘Ask General Regis to join us, would you?’

      
      The aide saluted and closed the door again.

      
      ‘Who is General Regis?’ Chyler asked warily. Any high-ranking official made her wary, particularly military ones. Almost as
         wary as anybody from the Qorinipor Thieves’ Guild, who still hadn’t forgotten it was Chyler who had killed Danyon Caron some
         twelve years ago, right here in the great hall of Westbrook. Fortunately, the guild’s objection to Caron’s murder was more
         philosophical than actual. Once the identity of the thief’s real murderer had come to light (thanks to Wrayan Lightfinger’s
         perfectly understandable desire to save his own neck) and the reasons behind Chyler’s actions became widely known, the guild
         seemed to lose its enthusiasm for seeing their poor dead leader’s killer brought to justice. Danyon’s successor had done very
         nicely out of his promotion and there wasn’t a thief in the Qorinipor guild who didn’t know about their late leader’s predilection
         for youngsters. When all was said and done, the whole world was better off with him dead, so the guild, while officially denouncing Chyler Kantel as Danyon’s killer, had made no further attempt to seek vengeance
         for his murder. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t change their mind about it and Chyler lived with the worry that they might.
      

      
      ‘Axelle Regis,’ the Plenipotentiary of Westbrook explained. ‘He’s the man King Hablet has placed in charge of the Hythrun
         invasion.’
      

      
      As Baraban was speaking, the door opened and a much younger man than Brak was expecting stepped into the office. He wasn’t
         that tall, with a slender build, dark hair and an aristocratic bearing. He wore the pretentious silver and white dress uniform
         of Hablet’s own Guard and appeared to be in his early thirties, which meant he was either exceptionally good or exceptionally
         well connected at court.
      

      
      He eyed Brak and Chyler disdainfully. ‘These are the criminals you propose to employ?’ he asked Baraban, without even acknowledging
         the presence of the Plenipotentiary’s guests.
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes, my lord, this is Chyler Kantel and her associate, Master …’ He looked at Brak blankly as it dawned on him he didn’t
         know his name.
      

      
      ‘You can call me Brak.’

      
      ‘This is Master Brak.’

      
      ‘Lord Baraban has explained what I expect of you?’ Regis asked the visitors.

      
      ‘Lord Baraban has explained nothing,’ Chyler replied. ‘And you can expect all you want, my lord, but you won’t be getting anything out of me or my people until I get some idea of what’s going on here.’
      

      
      ‘I need more intelligence,’ Lord Regis announced.

      
      Brak couldn’t help himself. ‘Perhaps you’d be happier just learning to live with what you were born with, my lord.’

      
      Regis may have had a lot of friends at court, but apparently he didn’t have much of a sense of humour. He glared at Brak.
         ‘If you’re not going to take this seriously …’
      

      
      ‘You’ll do what, my lord?’ Chyler asked, grinning broadly. She obviously thought Brak’s joke was funny. ‘Find another band of border bandits
         to do your dirty work for you?’ She rose to her feet, unconcerned. ‘Fine by me. Come on, Brak, if we leave now we can be back
         at—’
      

      
      ‘Now, now, Chyler, there’s no need to be hasty …’ Baraban hurried to assure her. ‘Sit down, please, so we can talk about this,
         eh?’
      

      
      With some reluctance, Chyler did as Baraban asked and resumed her seat. ‘What exactly are you offering?’

      
      ‘Your people are familiar with the mountains,’ Regis replied, clasping his hands behind his back, standing unconsciously ‘at
         ease’. Whoever this man was, Brak decided, he had a military background. ‘I’m led to believe you move quite freely across
         the border and have ways of doing so which don’t involve using the Widowmaker Pass.’
      

      
      ‘You can forget it, my lord, if you want us to lead your army over the border without going past Winternest,’ Chyler warned,
         crossing her legs as she leaned back in her seat. ‘One man can make it if he knows the terrain, two or three at the most.
         There’s a reason they built the road through here, you know.’
      

      
      ‘But your people can move in and out of Hythria without being detected, yes?’ Regis was quite adamant about that.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Chyler conceded.

      
      ‘Then that is all I ask of you, Mistress Kantel,’ he said. ‘I just want to use your people to find out what’s happening in
         Hythria.’
      

      
      ‘They’re being wiped out by the plague,’ Brak reminded the general. ‘That’s what’s happening in Hythria.’

      
      ‘I’m more interested in their troop movements.’

      
      ‘Assuming they have any troops left to move.’

      
      Axelle Regis stared at Brak suspiciously. ‘You seem singularly unenthusiastic about this operation, Master Brak.’ His eyes
         narrowed as he studied Brak more closely. ‘You’re not Fardohnyan, are you?’
      

      
      ‘I was born in Medalon, actually, but that’s not really the point, is it? What you’re asking is no small favour. These people
         follow Dacendaran. You’re asking them to change their allegiance to Zegarnald and risk being hanged as spies if they’re caught
         in Hythria.’
      

      
      ‘No victory worth having comes without cost,’ Regis said.

      
      ‘Which is all well and good when you’re paying with other people’s lives.’
      

      
      ‘Enough, Brak,’ Chyler warned, glancing up at him. ‘I think you’ve made your point.’ She turned back to Axelle Regis. ‘What
         are you offering?’
      

      
      ‘Your people will be paid the same as troops in the regular army and given the honorary rank of non-commissioned officers.’

      
      Chyler shook her head emphatically. ‘Unacceptable! They’ll be given the honorary rank of captain and paid accordingly, or
         we’re not interested.’
      

      
      ‘That’s preposterous!’ Regis exclaimed. ‘You want me to accord your rabble the same rank as noblemen?’

      
      ‘They’re going to be taking the greatest risks,’ Brak pointed out. ‘Why shouldn’t they be paid accordingly?’

      
      ‘But as officers?’ The general was appalled. ‘That’s highway robbery!’
      

      
      Brak smiled. ‘Did you miss the bit about us being thieves?’

      
      Axelle Regis shook his head. ‘Absolutely not!’

      
      ‘Then find your own intelligence.’ Chyler shrugged, rising to her feet again. She turned and headed to the door with Brak
         close behind her.
      

      
      ‘What if we paid them as officers?’ Baraban suggested hurriedly. ‘But they retain the rank of say … sergeants?’
      

      
      Chyler stopped and looked up at Brak, before shaking her head and declaring, ‘They have to be captains.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Regis asked impatiently.

      
      ‘Because,’ Brak explained, with a faintly patronising air, ‘if one of our people is coming across the border with urgent intelligence,
         he needs to be able to get through your lines and back to the command post to deliver it, or he might as well find himself
         a nice little tavern behind enemy lines in Hythria somewhere, settle down and stay put for the duration of the war. An officer
         can commandeer a horse. An officer can make things happen. A non-commissioned officer is just as likely to be left languishing
         on the front lines, his intelligence rapidly becoming useless, while some jumped-up nobleman’s son with more money than military
         training decides to take it upon himself to judge whether or not the information this rabble of ours is carrying is worth passing up the line.’
      

      
      Regis glared at Brak and then, with a great deal of reluctance, he gave in. ‘I see you have some experience in this area,
         Master Brak.’
      

      
      ‘I’m older than I look.’

      
      ‘Can I assume, given the appropriate rank and remuneration, you’ll be volunteering your services?’

      
      Brak glanced at Chyler before he agreed. She shrugged, apparently resigned to the inevitable. She knew the last thing he wanted
         was a war fought every inch of the way to Greenharbour. It would empower Zegarnald to an insufferable degree. If he spied
         for the Fardohnyans, maybe their victory would be a little swifter, a little cleaner. The fewer men who died fighting, the
         less the God of War could benefit from their deaths. ‘You can count me in, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘Madam Kantel?’

      
      Chyler sighed. ‘I’ll speak to my men. How many do you want?’

      
      ‘A dozen to start with. Maybe more if the Hythrun prove to be more organised than we anticipate.’
      

      
      An organised opposition, Brak thought. That’s all we need.
      

      
      Brak had no real interest in securing a victory for Hablet of Fardohnya, any more than he particularly cared if Lernen Wolfblade
         of Hythria was overthrown. He’d lived through dozens of monarchs in both countries. They had come in all varieties, good,
         bad, evil and benign. For a man who counted his age in centuries rather than years, this pending war was no better or worse
         than scores of others he’d seen fought.
      

      
      The only thing about war that never changed, Brak knew, was that Zegarnald grew stronger with every innocent human death,
         and for no other reason than it irked Brak to see Zegarnald win at anything, he was prepared to do whatever it took to see
         this war was over and done with in the shortest time possible.
      

      
      If that meant becoming a Fardohnyan spy, so be it.
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      The Walsark Crossroads was the main junction of the roads that led from Krakandar City in the east of the province to Walsark
         in the north, Byamor, the capital of Elasapine Province in the west (the road Damin and his army had taken a few days ago)
         and the road south through Izcomdar and Pentamor Provinces to Greenharbour, some eight hundred miles away on Hythria’s southern
         coast. There was a large inn located at the crossroads and after a brief stop for lunch and some mulled wine to warm their
         chilled bones, Wrayan and Kalan pushed on, taking the south road, hoping to get as far as Kelvington before dark.
      

      
      Even under ideal conditions, the journey to Greenharbour would take the better part of three weeks. With plague on the loose,
         refugees running from it, and the Warlords struggling to maintain control over the major cities with reduced numbers of Raiders,
         the highways of Hythria were in a state of anarchy. Even Wrayan’s status as the head of Krakandar’s Thieves’ Guild was unlikely
         to impress a band of hungry refugees looking for food.
      

      
      For that reason, they opted to stick to the major highways while they were still in Krakandar Province, riding past winter-brown
         fields, divided by tall green hedgerows and populated with countless woolly sheep waiting patiently for the spring shearing. Once they reached Izcomdar, they would turn off, taking the lesser-used roads in the hope of missing
         the worst of the marauders, which was the reason they had brought the packhorse along. Wrayan was quite certain he could live
         off the land if required, but he doubted it was a skill Kalan owned. They were travelling with many more supplies than he
         normally would have bothered with, had he been travelling alone.
      

      
      Wrayan rode in silence for much of the way, worried less about Kalan’s ability to travel in less than princely comfort than
         the wisdom of leaving Starros in Krakandar. He’d wanted to bring him along, certain the young man would be much safer under
         the protection of Princess Marla in Greenharbour than alone in Krakandar if Mahkas Damaran discovered The Bastard Fosterling
         was still alive. It was not meant to be, though. Starros wasn’t going anywhere. He wanted to be near Leila and his grief would
         not allow him to turn his back on the place where she had been so recently laid to rest.
      

      
      ‘What are you thinking about?’ Kalan asked curiously.

      
      Wrayan looked at her blankly. ‘What?’

      
      ‘I was just wondering what you’re thinking about, Wrayan. By the expression on your face, anyone would think you’re riding
         to your own mother’s funeral.’
      

      
      ‘I was just thinking about Starros.’ He straightened a little in the saddle and glanced at the rolling barley fields on either
         side of the road, relieved to discover the rain had stopped. The air was cold and although still overcast, a rainbow shimmered
         faintly on the horizon as the afternoon sun fought its way through the dark grey clouds.
      

      
      ‘He’ll be fine, Wrayan.’

      
      ‘I suppose.’

      
      ‘Starros was always the brightest of us and he’s not impulsive. He won’t go looking for trouble.’

      
      ‘I’m more worried about trouble finding him. Did you want to stop at Kelvington tonight or push on?’
      

      
      ‘I’d rather push on,’ Kalan replied, leaning forward to pat her mare’s neck encouragingly. ‘We need to get to Greenharbour
         as quickly as possible and we’ve a much better chance of avoiding the plague if we stick to ourselves.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ he asked doubtfully. ‘It’s going to be cold tonight.’

      
      ‘Don’t you think I can handle roughing it a bit?’

      
      ‘You rode into Krakandar with a baggage train, an honour guard and half a dozen slaves, Kalan.’

      
      She tossed her head, offended by what he was implying. ‘I’ll have you know I can be every bit as rustic as you when the occasion
         calls for it, Wrayan Lightfinger.’
      

      
      ‘This isn’t about being rustic. This is about sleeping on the wet ground on a cold night, probably without a fire because
         every twig and log in a thirty-mile radius is soaked through. There’s nothing wrong with taking shelter in a comfortable inn
         when it’s on offer, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Is it my comfort you’re concerned about? Or your own?’

      
      ‘Mostly my own,’ he admitted. ‘I’m not as young as I used to be. The romance of roughing it in the wilderness has long since
         lost its allure for me, I’m afraid.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not old,’ she laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ ‘I’m a lot older than you, Kalan.’ ‘But you’re part Harshini,’ she reminded
         him. ‘So your chronological age doesn’t really matter. Didn’t you say Brakandaran was over seven hundred years old, and didn’t
         look a day over thirty-five?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not the Halfbreed, either,’ he pointed out, wishing she wasn’t quite so enchanted by his ancestry.

      
      But Kalan was totally dismissive of any concern he might have that he was getting too old for this sort of adventure. ‘I’ve
         known you since I was two years old, Wrayan. You haven’t aged a day in all that time. You still look like a man in his late
         twenties.’
      

      
      ‘I may look it,’ he countered, ‘but that doesn’t mean I feel it.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’ll stop in Kelvington,’ she conceded. ‘So you can rest your weary, aching bones, you poor, decrepit, old thing.’

      
      ‘Thank you, my lady, I’d appreciate that.’

      
      She studied him, her face creased with concern. ‘You don’t really think of yourself as old, do you, Wrayan?’
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