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      Was that what had woken him? Had they already killed his bodyguard? Any assassin worth his fee should be able to take out
         a single guard silently, Damin knew. It also meant there was little point in trying to raise an alarm. His room was large
         – a suite fit for a prince – and the nearest guards would be out beyond the sitting room in the hall. Even if a palace patrol
         was in the vicinity and they heard him on his first cry, the chances were good he would be dead long before they were able
         to get through the outer room and into his bedroom.
      

      There was no help from that quarter. Damin was going to have to deal with this himself. Alone.

      Forcing his breathing to remain deep and even, Damin cautiously brought the knife down under the blanket and ever so carefully
         changed his grip so the blade lay against his forearm. He flexed his fingers and wrapped them around the hilt again, to make
         certain he had a good grip. Then he froze as the faintest sound of leather on polished stone whispered through the darkness.
      

      It was close. Very close.
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      PART 1

      STRANGE ALLIANCES

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Damin Wolfblade wasn’t sure what had woken him. He had no memory of any sound jarring him into instant wakefulness; no idea
         what instinctive alarm had gone off inside his head to alert him that he was no longer alone. Straining with every sense,
         he listened to the darkness, waiting for the intruder to betray his presence. He had no doubt it was an intruder. Uncle Mahkas
         or Aunt Bylinda had no need to sneak around the palace. Any other legitimate visitor to his room at this hour of the night
         would have announced themselves openly.
      

      
      It might be one of his stepbrothers, Adham or Rodja, looking for a bit of sport, Damin thought, as he inched his hand up under
         the pillow, or even his foster-brother, Starros, trying to frighten him. Maybe his cousin, Leila, or one of the twins had
         sneaked into his room via the slaveways, hoping to scare him. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d tried. There was a great
         deal of amusement to be gained by sneaking up on an unsuspecting brother and making him squeal like a girl. Then again, it
         might not be one of his siblings. It might be an assassin.
      

      
      It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in Damin’s short life someone had tried to kill him.

      
      Damin’s fingers closed over the wire-wrapped handle of the knife Almodavar insisted he keep under his pillow, the hilt cool and reassuring in his hand. There was still no betraying
         sound from the intruder, a fact that made the boy dismiss the idea the trespasser was simply one of his friends looking to
         play a joke on him. There would have been a giggle by now; a hissed command to be silent, a telling scuff of a slipper on
         the highly polished floor. But there was nothing. Just a heavy, omnipresent silence.
      

      
      Not even the sound of someone breathing.

      
      Damin opened his eyes and withdrew the dagger from under his pillow with infinite care, the thick stillness more threatening
         than the shadows. There should have been a guard in the room. For as long as he could remember, Damin had slept with subtle
         sounds of another human presence nearby. The faint creak of leather as a watchful guard moved, the almost inaudible breathing
         of the guardian who stood over him as he slept – they were the sounds he associated with the night. With safety. With comfort.
      

      
      And they were gone.

      
      Was that what had woken him? Had they already killed his bodyguard? Any assassin worth his fee should be able to take out
         a single guard silently, Damin knew. It also meant there was little point in trying to raise an alarm. His room was large
         – a suite fit for a prince – and the nearest guards would be out beyond the sitting room in the hall. Even if a palace patrol
         was in the vicinity and they heard him on his first cry, the chances were good he would be dead long before they were able
         to get through the outer room and into his bedroom.
      

      
      There was no help from that quarter. Damin was going to have to deal with this himself. Alone.

      
      Forcing his breathing to remain deep and even, Damin cautiously brought the knife down under the blanket and ever so carefully
         changed his grip so the blade lay against his forearm. He flexed his fingers and wrapped them around the hilt again, to make certain he had a good grip. Then he froze as the faintest sound of leather on polished stone whispered
         through the darkness.
      

      
      It was close. Very close.

      
      There was no longer any doubt in Damin’s mind. There was an assassin in the room and his bodyguard was probably dead.

      
      How he had got into the palace was a problem Damin had no time to worry about right now. He judged the man to be almost at
         the bed, which meant he had only seconds before the assassin’s blade fell. Do the unexpected, a voice in his head advised him. It was one of Elezaar’s infamous Rules of Gaining and Wielding Power, but the voice sounded
         suspiciously like Almodavar, the captain of Krakandar’s Raiders, his weapons master, instructor and mentor.
      

      
      Where is he now? Damin wondered. When I actually need him?

      
      Another barely audible scuff of leather against stone and Damin realised he had no time left to wonder about it. He felt,
         rather than heard, the intruder raise his arm to make the killing stroke. With a sharp, sudden jerk, Damin threw back the
         covers, tossing them over his assailant, blinding him. Then he rolled, not away from the assassin and his blade, but towards
         them, slicing the man with all his might across where he thought his midriff might be, before kicking his legs up and ramming
         them into the space where he thought the assassin’s head was located. It was impossible to tell if his aim was true between
         the darkness and the man fighting to get clear of the bedcovers.
      

      
      The pounding of his pulse seemed loud enough to be heard in the hall.

      
      Damin’s blade had sliced across hardened leather and made little impact on his assailant’s chest, but the boy was rewarded
         with a satisfying grunt as his heels connected with something solid, presumably the assassin’s head. He sliced with his arm again, this time a little higher, hoping to wound
         the man. The intruder leaned back to avoid Damin’s blade and momentarily lost his balance.
      

      
      His blood racing, filled with a strength born of desperation and fear, Damin threw himself at the assassin, knocking the man
         off his feet. He landed on top of the killer, slamming the man’s head into the stone floor with one hand as he changed the
         grip on his knife with the other and raised it to plunge his dagger into the throat of his assailant. He drove the blade downward,
         his heart hammering …
      

      
      Then he stopped, a whisker away from killing his attacker. ‘Almodavar?’
      

      
      The man beneath him relaxed, smiling as Damin recognised him in the darkness.

      
      ‘Not bad,’ the captain said.

      
      Lowering the blade, Damin sat back on his heels, breathing heavily, still astride his would-be assassin, and grinned broadly.
         ‘See, I told you … I could look after … myself.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, you did, lad,’ the captain of Krakandar’s guard agreed. ‘Pity you’re so damn cocky about it, though.’

      
      As he spoke, Almodavar gathered his strength beneath him and threw Damin backwards, his blade slicing across the boy’s throat
         as he lashed out. Damin landed heavily on his back and skidded on the polished floor, coming to rest against the wall. He
         scrambled to his feet, blade at the ready, stunned to discover blood dripping from his wounded neck.
      

      
      ‘Ow!’ he complained, gingerly touching the long, thin cut across his throat.

      
      ‘That was a stupid mistake, boy.’

      
      ‘But I beat you!’ Damin protested.

      
      ‘I’m still breathing,’ Almodavar pointed out, as he climbed to his feet. ‘That’s not beaten, lad. It’s not even close.’
      

      
      ‘But I’d won! That’s not fair!’

      
      ‘What’s not fair?’ a voice asked from the doorway.

      
      Damin turned to find his Uncle Mahkas striding into the room holding a large candelabrum, his face shadowed by the flickering
         light of half a dozen candles. Mahkas was still dressed, so he hadn’t been called from his bed, nor had the room suddenly
         filled with guards, as it should have done following an attack on the heir to the throne.
      

      
      Which meant Mahkas knew about this little training exercise, Damin realised; had probably sanctioned it. It might have been
         his uncle who had suggested it. Mahkas did crazy things like that sometimes.
      

      
      ‘Almodavar attacked me!’ he complained. ‘After I’d won.’

      
      ‘If you’d won, Damin, he shouldn’t have been able to attack you,’ Mahkas pointed out unsympathetically. ‘Always finish your enemy, otherwise he’ll finish you. You should know
         that by now.’ He turned to the captain of the guard with a questioning look. ‘Well?’
      

      
      Almodavar sheathed his knife and nodded. ‘He’ll do, I suppose.’

      
      His objections about his unfair treatment forgotten, Damin glanced between his uncle and the captain as he suddenly realised
         what this meant. ‘I’ll do?’
      

      
      ‘You’ll do,’ Mahkas told him, with a hint of pride in his voice. ‘If you can take down Almodavar, there’s not much else that’s
         a threat to you around here.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Damin couldn’t hide his grin. ‘You mean it? No more sleeping with a bodyguard in my room?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ his uncle agreed. ‘You’re almost thirteen and I promised we’d dispense with the guard when you could prove you were
         able to look after yourself. If Almodavar is content you can, then I’m happy to accept his word on it.’
      

      
      ‘Just wait ’til I tell the others!’

      
      ‘You can tell them in the morning,’ Almodavar informed him. ‘After you’ve done forty laps of the training yard. Before breakfast.’
      

      
      Damin stared at him in shock. ‘Forty laps? For what? I took you down, Almodavar! I won!’
      

      
      ‘You hesitated.’

      
      ‘You think I should have killed you?’ Damin asked, a little wounded to think Almodavar wasn’t thanking him for staying his hand; instead he was punishing
         him for it. He’d come awfully close to killing the most trusted captain in Krakandar’s service, too.
      

      
      ‘How did you know I hadn’t really come to kill you, Damin?’
      

      
      ‘You’re the senior captain of the guard.’

      
      ‘That doesn’t mean anything.’

      
      ‘There’s a comforting thought,’ Mahkas muttered with a shake of his head.

      
      Almodavar glanced at Mahkas, a little exasperated that Damin’s uncle was making light of his point. ‘He needs to understand,
         my lord. I might have been subverted. For all any of you know, my family has just been taken hostage by your enemies and I
         came here willing to kill even the heir to Hythria’s throne to save them.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t have a family, Almodavar,’ Damin pointed out. ‘Except for Starros.’

      
      The captain ignored the comment about Starros. He always did. ‘You have no way of knowing the mind of every man in your service,
         Damin. And any man who can get near you is a potential assassin. You shouldn’t hesitate just because you think you know them.’
      

      
      ‘I could have killed you,’ Damin insisted. ‘If I really wanted to.’
      

      
      ‘Why didn’t you?’

      
      ‘Because I knew you weren’t really trying to kill me.’

      
      ‘How?’

      
      ‘You sliced the blade across my throat. If you were serious about killing me, Almodavar, you would have stabbed me with it.
         Straight through the neck. Up into the brain. Splat! I’m dead.’
      

      
      ‘He’s got a point,’ Mahkas agreed with a faint smile, and then he glanced at the thin cut on Damin’s throat. ‘Although you
         came close enough.’
      

      
      Almodavar shrugged. ‘The lad needed a scare.’

      
      Mahkas squinted at Damin in the candlelight, shaking his head. ‘Let’s hope that slice has healed without a scar before his
         mother gets here. Seeing Damin with his throat almost cut is a scare I’m not sure Princess Marla is ready for.’
      

      
      ‘He’ll be fine,’ Almodavar promised Mahkas. ‘Anyway, it’d take more than a cut throat to put Laran Krakenshield’s son down.’

      
      A part of Damin wished he’d had a chance to know the father Almodavar spoke of so admiringly. All his young life, he’d heard
         nothing but great things about Laran Krakenshield, so much so that Damin sometimes wondered if he would ever be able to live
         up to his father’s legacy.
      

      
      ‘That’s true enough,’ his uncle agreed with a fond smile. ‘For now, however, I suggest we try and get some sleep. Well done,
         Damin.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      
      Mahkas left the room, taking with him the only source of light. It took Damin’s eyes a few moments to adjust to the darkness
         again. He turned to Almodavar, grinning like a fool, his blood still up from his close brush with death.
      

      
      ‘I could have killed you, you know.’
      

      
      The captain nodded. ‘I know.’

      
      ‘So do I really have to do forty laps?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I should have killed you,’ the boy grumbled.
      

      
      Almodavar smiled at him with paternal pride. ‘If you’ve worked that out, lad, then you may have learned something useful from
         this little exercise, after all.’
      

   
      
      1

      
      

      
      Selling off the slaves she had known all her life was the hardest thing Luciena Mariner had ever had to do. Watching them
         being loaded into the wagon from Venira’s Slave Emporium, chained and forlorn, was the most heartbreaking scene she had ever
         witnessed in her meagre seventeen years.
      

      
      Some of the slaves had been with her family since before Luciena was born. Young Mankel, the kitchen boy, was born in this
         house. He had never known another home. Her voice quivering with emotion, she turned away from the boy’s distraught sobs and
         instead tried to explain for the hundredth time since her mother had died how much better they would fare in Master Venira’s
         exclusive showroom than if she’d simply sold them on the open market.
      

      
      Her words were little comfort. The slaves weren’t fools. They all knew the chances of finding a household as good as the one
         they were leaving were remote.
      

      
      What choice did I have? Luciena asked herself bitterly, as she climbed the stairs once the wagon had left. The heavy purse she carried made her feel
         worse, not better, even though it would go some way to reducing her debts. The big house echoed with loneliness, the blank
         spaces on the walls where paintings had once hung glaring at her like blank, accusing faces. On the first-floor landing, the pedestal where her father’s marble bust had always taken pride
         of place stood empty now. It had been one of the first things to go, sold to help pay the huge debts her mother’s death had
         revealed.
      

      
      Luciena made her way along the tiled hall towards the small study where her mother had spent so much of her final days, trying
         to conceal the seriousness of their desperate position from her daughter. Her slippers hissed softly against floors that had
         been covered with expensive rugs. Luciena had sold them to pay the livery bill. The upkeep on the coach-and-four hadn’t been
         paid for months. She’d sold the coach and the four matched greys without much emotion, but parting with her horse, Wind Hunter,
         had almost gutted her.
      

      
      And I’m not out of the woods, even yet, she thought as she pushed open the door to her mother’s study. To maintain their lifestyle, her mother had mortgaged the
         house, her jewellery, even the furniture and the slaves. Luciena would be lucky if she could keep the clothes on her back
         by the time the debts were paid. She stopped in the doorway, looked at the pile of paper on the small table, and felt tears
         welling in her eyes, yet again. It didn’t seem to matter how much she sold, how much she sacrificed – that damn pile never
         seemed to get any smaller.
      

      
      ‘Luciena?’

      
      She turned to find Aleesha standing behind her with a tray bearing a tall glass of something gold and sticky and several slices
         of flatbread and cheese. A year or two older than her mistress, Aleesha was the only slave Luciena had not been able to bring
         herself to part with. The young woman was more than just a slave. She was Luciena’s best friend.
      

      
      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      
      ‘You have to eat.’

      
      ‘I can’t afford to eat,’ she sighed, holding the door open to allow the slave through with the tray.
      

      
      Aleesha walked past her mistress and placed the tray on the side table by the window before turning to face Luciena, hands
         on her ample hips. ‘I’ll hear none of that, my girl. I know this is difficult, but we’ll find a way to survive it.’
      

      
      Luciena smiled wanly at the slave’s determined enthusiasm. ‘How, Aleesha? I’m running out of things to sell faster than I’m
         running out of creditors.’
      

      
      ‘Is there nothing left of your father’s money?’ the slave asked, obviously puzzled by how easily their fortune had evaporated.

      
      Luciena knew how she felt; she had trouble believing there was nothing left, too. ‘Mother wouldn’t have mortgaged the house
         to that leech, Ameel Parkesh, if there was any money left.’
      

      
      ‘But she always claimed your father had made generous provision for you,’ Aleesha insisted. ‘When he married the princess
         …’
      

      
      Luciena’s expression darkened at the mention of her father’s only marriage, very late in life, to the High Prince’s sister.
         ‘That was a marriage of convenience, Aleesha, and the only one who seemed to do well out of it was Princess Marla.’
      

      
      Aleesha shook her head, even now refusing to believe someone so powerful had robbed Luciena of her inheritance. ‘Your mother
         believed Princess Marla would take care of you, lass. I know that’s what your father promised.’
      

      
      ‘Then more fool my mother and father.’ Luciena walked across the room to the table and dropped the proceeds of the slave sale
         onto the desk. The purse landed with a dull thud. ‘Her Royal bloody Highness refuses to even acknowledge I exist. She married my father, extorted his fortune and his shipping business out of
         him with false promises of a grand future for his only child and then drove him to an early grave, leaving his bastard daughter and her court’esa mother to fend for themselves.’ She stared down at the pile of debts still left to pay. ‘That’s why we’re in such a mess,
         you know. Mother kept waiting for a summons from the palace. She had us living like lords, waiting for an invitation that
         was never going to come.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps the princess doesn’t know—’

      
      ‘Princess Marla knows everything that happens in Greenharbour,’ Luciena scoffed, turning to look out the window. The street outside was deserted now. It was
         the hottest part of the day, and although it wasn’t officially summer yet, the heat was enough to drive people indoors until
         the sun passed its zenith.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure your poor mother only did what she thought was best,’ Aleesha insisted, obviously disturbed Luciena was speaking
         ill of the dead.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ Luciena sighed, leaning her head against the warm glass. ‘But what’s it got us besides a pile of debts I can’t jump
         over? Or repay?’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that the same thing?’

      
      Luciena shook her head, looking over at the letter that lay on the top of the pile on the desk. It was that letter, more than
         any other, that burned a hole in her gut. ‘There’s a difference between owing money and owing a debt, Aleesha. I can live
         with owing money, but to be unable to help my father’s only brother … that hurts more than anything else I’ve had to deal
         with lately.’
      

      
      The slave glanced at the desk, and the letter from Fardohnya to which Luciena was referring, and shook her head. ‘You can’t
         be expected to take on the woes of every poor sailor in the world, Luciena.’
      

      
      ‘The poor sailor you refer to is my uncle.’

      
      ‘The uncle who fought with your father with every breath he took and never spared him a kind word in twenty years,’ Aleesha reminded her mistress unsympathetically. ‘I don’t care what your father promised him, Warak Mariner had his
         chance to be a partner in your father’s business and threw it all away for some Fardohnyan fisherman’s daughter. If he’s in
         trouble now, it’s not your fault. Or your responsibility to make it better.’
      

      
      ‘But the boy he wants me to help is my cousin.’

      
      ‘Second cousin,’ Aleesha corrected. ‘And he’s a Fardohnyan.’

      
      ‘But he’s still family.’

      
      Aleesha sighed heavily and placed her hands on her hips, frowning at her mistress. ‘Your uncle fought with your father, Luciena,
         before you were born and pretty much every day after. When he ran off with that woman, your father warned him he’d never have
         anything else to do with the Mariner family. He ran off with her anyway. That was his choice and, to be honest, I always secretly
         admired the man for throwing away so much for love. But now I’m starting to wonder about him, because here he is, with your
         poor mother barely cold in the ground – and when you can least afford it – suddenly in need of your help.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure the two events are unrelated.’

      
      ‘Really? Convenient, don’t you think, that this urgent need for money to send his grandson to Greenharbour coincides with
         your mother’s death?’
      

      
      ‘My uncle claims his grandson has some sort of magical talent; that he needs to be apprenticed to the Sorcerers’ Collective.’

      
      ‘And I’m the demon child,’ her slave scoffed.

      
      ‘You think he’s lying?’

      
      ‘I think any man who writes to a niece he’s never met the day after her mother dies in the mistaken belief she’s inherited
         her father’s fortune, asking for money to save a cousin she doesn’t even know exists, is suspect.’
      

      
      ‘Then what do you suggest I do?’

      
      ‘Eat,’ the slave ordered firmly. She took Luciena’s hand and led her to the table before making her sit with a firm push. Aleesha shoved the pile of bills aside, along with the letter
         from Fardohnya and the full purse from the slave sale, and placed the cheese and the flatbread on the desk in front of her.
         ‘And forget about your uncle.’
      

      
      ‘That’s easy for you to say, Aleesha. But not as easy to do. Do you know what they do to sorcerers in Fardohnya?’

      
      ‘All sorts of terrible things, I’m sure. But I don’t care, and neither should you. This Cory—’

      
      ‘Rory,’ Luciena corrected. ‘The boy’s name is Rory.’

      
      ‘Whatever.’ The slave shrugged. ‘The point is, he’s not your problem and you shouldn’t try to make him one. Now eat something.
         I’m sure everything will look better on a full stomach.’
      

      
      Luciena did as the slave demanded. It was easier than arguing with her. She brushed her dark hair back behind her ears and
         picked up a slice of the stale flatbread. It tasted like parchment.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Luciena asked through a mouthful of bread.

      
      ‘Why what?’

      
      ‘Why do things always look better on a full stomach?’

      
      ‘People think better when they’re not hungry.’

      
      ‘Do they? I wonder what magical properties are contained in bread and cheese that open one’s mind to giant leaps of intuitive
         thinking.’
      

      
      Aleesha stared at her for a moment and then frowned. ‘Just eat,’ she said after a moment of puzzled silence.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Aleesha. I don’t mean to tease you. Do you have any idea about how I can buy us out of this mess, help my cousin
         and still manage to keep a roof over our heads?’
      

      
      ‘You could marry.’

      
      Luciena laughed at the very notion. ‘Marry who, for Kalianah’s sake? I’m baseborn, Aleesha. My father was a commoner, for all he was a wealthy man. And my mother was a court’esa. I have no dowry. Any money I might have inherited from my father is either spent or in the hands of the Wolfblades. No rich
         man would have me, and it sort of defeats the purpose to marry a poor man.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps you could get a job?’

      
      ‘I suppose. I’ve an education rivalling a Warlord’s heir,’ she agreed. ‘Of course, I can’t imagine who would hire me, or what
         they’d hire me for. All the jobs I’m qualified for are the kind they reserve for sons and heirs. And even if I found a job
         tomorrow, it would be too late to help Rory. Do you think I should try to get an audience with the High Arrion? Maybe she
         could speak to the Fardohnyans?’
      

      
      ‘And tell them what?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ Luciena replied uncertainly. ‘But surely, if the High Arrion intervened on his behalf …’

      
      ‘Then she’d be signing the child’s death warrant, I suspect. Advertising your magical talent by having the High Arrion of
         the Sorcerers’ Collective in Hythria asking after you isn’t a terribly bright idea in Fardohnya.’
      

      
      ‘See! You think he’s in danger, too,’ she accused.

      
      Aleesha shook her head. ‘Even if I did, it doesn’t matter. You’ve got as much chance of getting in to see someone like Lady
         Alija as I have of marrying the High Prince. And even if you could get in to see her, there’s no guarantee she’d be willing
         to help you. You’re not the sort of person she usually associates with.’
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t you try to be a little optimistic, Aleesha? Just this once?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll embrace optimism, my lady, as soon as you start embracing reality,’ the slave suggested tartly. ‘Eat the crusts, too.
         We’ve not the money to waste these days that you can afford to throw anything away.’
      

      
      ‘What’s embracing reality supposed to mean?’ Luciena demanded, munching determinedly through a mouthful of tasteless bread.
      

      
      ‘I mean,’ Aleesha scolded, ‘you need to get over these strange notions you have about your relatives, my lady. Or the lack
         of them. You’re the only child of a nameless slave and a man who cut himself off from the rest of his family. All the wishing
         in the world isn’t going to alter that. There’s no big family waiting to embrace you, Luciena, and you’ve got to stop hoping
         there’s one out there somewhere, looking for you.’
      

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Face the truth, lass. There’s no point trying to find a way to help some boy you’ve never laid eyes on in the hope it’ll
         give you what you’re looking for. You need to deal with our problems, not the problems of some cousin you hadn’t heard of until a few days ago. For that matter, if Warak Mariner kept
         his promise to never mention your father’s name again, your cousin probably doesn’t even know you exist.’
      

      
      Luciena sighed, wondering if her childish secret dreams really were interfering with her judgment. Aleesha was making a frightening
         amount of sense. ‘I suppose the timing is a little suspicious.’
      

      
      ‘Damn right, it is.’

      
      ‘It just doesn’t feel right to do nothing.’ She swallowed the last of the bread, her mouth dry. ‘Is that cider?’ she added,
         indicating the glass on the tray.
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ Aleesha said, walking to the side table to pick up the glass. ‘It’s the last of the barrels your mother bought before
         …’
      

      
      Luciena looked up as Aleesha’s voice trailed off. She was staring out of the window. ‘Aleesha?’

      
      The slave didn’t move.

      
      ‘Aleesha! What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Are you expecting visitors?’ she asked, her eyes fixed on the street below.

      
      ‘No.’ Luciena leaned back in her chair and sighed wearily. ‘More debt collectors, I suppose?’
      

      
      ‘Not unless you owe someone at the palace money,’ the slave replied.

      
      ‘What?’ All thoughts of her long-lost uncle and her Fardohnyan cousin forgotten, Luciena jumped to her feet and hurried to the
         window, pushing Aleesha aside to see who was out there.
      

      
      To her astonishment, there were three horsemen dismounting in the cobbled street in front of her house. They wore the gold
         and white livery of the Wolfblade House. Palace Guards. Or, to be more precise, the High Prince’s personal guards. Luciena
         was dumbfounded.
      

      
      ‘Maybe that summons is going to come after all,’ Aleesha suggested, glancing at her mistress.

      
      ‘I seriously doubt that,’ Luciena replied. ‘More likely they’ve been sent here to warn me.’

      
      ‘Warn you?’

      
      Luciena’s expression hardened. ‘To keep my head down. I imagine the last thing Princess Marla wants is the world reminded
         she has a stepdaughter born of a court’esa living not three blocks from her townhouse.’
      

      
      ‘Look on the bright side,’ Aleesha suggested. ‘That makes her family.’

      
      Luciena smiled sourly. ‘The irony’s not lost on me, Aleesha.’

      
      There was a pounding on the door as the officer in charge of the small detail announced their arrival with his gauntleted
         fist.
      

      
      ‘Shall I open the door?’

      
      Luciena thought about saying no. She wanted to. She wished she had the courage. But in the end she knew that even if she denied
         these men entry, it just meant that more of them would be back later. Three Palace Guardsmen she could probably handle.
      

      
      ‘Let them in, Aleesha,’ she ordered.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      She nodded. ‘I’m sure.’

      
      The officer in charge of the palace detail left his two companions in the hall and saluted smartly as he stopped before Luciena,
         who was standing near the fountain that trickled cheerily into the near-empty pond at its base. It had been full of exotic
         fish once. Luciena had sold them not long after the horses to pay the butcher. Now just a few lonely goldfish swam in lazy
         circles around the pool.
      

      
      The officer was young. Very young. Luciena judged him barely older than she was. Yet he wore the insignia of a lieutenant
         of the Palace Guard, a rank of no small responsibility. He was dark-haired, and quite tall with a not-unpleasant face; probably
         the son of some wealthy nobleman who’d bought him a commission in the Palace Guard to keep him out of trouble.
      

      
      ‘You are Luciena Mariner?’ he asked, looking around the reception hall on the ground floor with open curiosity.

      
      Luciena had ordered Aleesha to bring her guest here. It was an imposing room with its Harshini-inspired fountain and its high-domed
         ceiling painted with a mural dedicated to the Goddess of Love, her mother’s favourite Primal God. Because of the murals, the
         reception hall didn’t look quite as empty as the rest of the house. The young man wasn’t fooled, however; she could see him
         taking a mental inventory of what must be missing from the room.
      

      
      ‘I am,’ Luciena replied with as much poise as she could muster.

      
      ‘I have an invitation for you, Miss Mariner.’

      
      ‘From whom?’

      
      ‘Her Royal Highness, the Princess Marla,’ the young man replied. ‘She requests that I pass on her sincere condolences for the loss of your mother, and asks if you would join
         her for lunch tomorrow, at her home, so she may discuss your future with you.’
      

      
      Luciena had to bite her tongue to prevent herself screaming at the sheer gall of the invitation. ‘Shall I arrive at the front
         door?’ she asked with icy dignity. ‘Or would it be more appropriate if I sneaked in through the slaves’ entrance at the back?’
      

      
      The officer seemed rather startled by her reply. ‘I beg your pardon?’
      

      
      ‘Her Royal Highness has not seen fit to so much as acknowledge my existence until now, Lieutenant,’ she told him. ‘I can only
         assume her shame at my baseborn status is the reason she ignored the vow she made to my father when they wed. I believe I
         can therefore confidently make the further assumption that the only reason she has chosen to acknowledge my existence now
         is because of the potential embarrassment I pose to her.’
      

      
      Luciena expected the officer to be offended by her words, but inexplicably he smiled. ‘Maybe that’s something you should take
         up with Princess Marla, Miss Mariner.’
      

      
      ‘And maybe I choose not to,’ she replied stiffly. ‘What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Lieutenant Taranger.’

      
      ‘Well, Lieutenant Taranger, you may return to the palace and inform Her Royal Highness, the Princess Marla, that I am otherwise
         engaged.’
      

      
      ‘You’re refusing her invitation?’
      

      
      ‘You’re very quick, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like some time to think about this?’

      
      ‘Thank you, but no.’

      
      ‘Very well,’ he said, as if he wasn’t really surprised by her refusal. ‘I shall inform her highness of your reply.’

      
      Without waiting for her to answer, the young man saluted sharply and turned on his heel, his highly polished boots echoing
         through the hall as he crossed the tiled floor. Luciena held her breath, half expecting him to turn around, half expecting
         him to order the house torched for the insult to the High Prince’s sister, but the young officer did nothing but order his
         men to fall in behind and left the house without another word.
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      Jarvan Mariner, Luciena’s father, had been a commoner – a rough, ill-mannered, but essentially decent man. Elezaar the Dwarf
         hadn’t thought much about him since Jarvan had died more than six years ago, leaving Marla a widow for the third time, but
         now, as he waddled across the broad paved courtyard towards Marla’s office, he found himself thinking of little else.
      

      
      It’s this business with Luciena, the dwarf decided, tugging on his jewelled slave collar as he walked. He must have put on weight recently. It felt tighter,
         more restrictive than normal, and the sweat trapped beneath the polished silver left an unsightly green mark on his neck.
      

      
      A court’esa’s baseborn daughter was about to be welcomed into the palace as a member of the High Prince’s family, and the dwarf wondered
         how the young woman would react to her sudden change in fortune. It was a scandal that would be the talk of Greenharbour for
         months. Which was probably the reason Marla was taking this unprecedented step at this particular time. Any day now she would
         be forced to announce where her son, Damin, was to be fostered. If people were busy talking about Luciena Mariner’s adoption,
         the announcement about Damin’s fosterage might slip by unremarked.
      

      
      It was Elezaar who had identified the elderly (and conveniently unmarried) shipping magnate as a likely consort for the princess
         more than eight years ago – not long after the tragic and unexpected death of Marla’s second husband, Nashan Hawksword. With
         limited power as a widow, Marla was anxious to remarry and had set her court’esa the task of finding someone suitable.
      

      
      The marriage had been laughably easy to arrange. No man in Hythria was going to turn down an offer from the High Prince’s
         only sister, and Jarvan Mariner was no exception. Despite his status as a confirmed bachelor, the owner of nearly a quarter
         of all Hythria’s shipping fleet was quite prepared to entertain the idea of a union with the newly widowed princess – especially
         when he learned the offer included a promise to legitimise his only child, arrange a noble marriage for her (an unheard-of
         boon for an illegitimate child born of a court’esa) and to ensure his daughter inherited his considerable fortune. The old man had been well past sixty when they married. Slender
         and bald, with an unfortunate tendency to drool when he was tired, he had died peacefully in his sleep less than two years
         after the wedding, leaving Marla with a tidy bequest and, more importantly, control over his vast shipping empire, which the
         princess now held in trust for his daughter, until Luciena reached an age where she could marry and take control of the fortune
         herself.
      

      
      That age had now come and Marla had set in motion the necessary steps to introduce her into the family. Her adoption was to
         be a wedding present to the girl, conditional, of course, on her choosing a husband Marla approved of.
      

      
      ‘Elezaar!’

      
      The dwarf stopped, shading his eyes against the sun, and turned to find Xanda Taranger hurrying along behind him, his hand
         on the hilt of his sword to stop it banging against his thigh.
      

      
      Xanda Taranger and his older brother, Travin, were the sons of Marla’s long-dead sister-in-law, Darilyn. Orphaned as small
         boys, both of them had been raised in Krakandar by their uncle, Mahkas Damaran. Travin was still in Krakandar, preparing to
         take over his father’s estate in Walsark when he came of age. Xanda, as the younger son with no estate to inherit, had been
         invited by Marla to Greenharbour to take up a commission in the Palace Guard, an opportunity the young man had jumped at eagerly.
      

      
      ‘So, how did your little excursion to the Mariner house go?’ Elezaar asked as Xanda caught up with him. He resumed his waddle
         towards the main house with Xanda at his side. The townhouse courtyard was quite busy this afternoon, filled with the departing
         guards who had just escorted Marla back from the palace, several hawkers waiting for the head steward to inspect their wares
         near the kitchen gate, and a couple of slaves beating a rug from one of the upper rooms with lazy, uninterested strokes.
      

      
      ‘She refused the invitation,’ Xanda told him, panting a little from the exertion. It was hot this afternoon. And humid. In
         his smart dress uniform, Xanda would be feeling the heat even more than Elezaar.
      

      
      The dwarf wasn’t surprised. ‘Just as your aunt predicted she would.’

      
      ‘You’d think …’ Xanda began, then he hesitated and looked across the walkway to where the Palace Guards were remounting in
         preparation for their return to the palace.
      

      
      The captain in charge of the detail, Elezaar noted with interest, was Cyrus Eaglespike. Alija’s son.

      
      ‘I’d think what?’ he prompted, doubtful Cyrus could hear them.

      
      The young man shrugged. ‘I don’t know … that she’d be a little more grateful, I suppose. I mean, it’s not every day Aunt Marla
         offers to take in someone’s baseborn child and give them a name.’
      

      
      Elezaar smiled. Xanda had a rather romantic outlook on life that no doubt had much to do with the fact he was only seventeen.
         ‘I’m not sure Luciena Mariner would see your aunt’s actions in quite the same generous light, Xanda.’
      

      
      They had reached the main building. Xanda opened the door for the dwarf and then followed him to Marla’s study on the ground
         floor. Elezaar knocked on the door and opened it without waiting for a reply.
      

      
      Marla was sitting on the cushions by the low table, sipping a glass of chilled wine, a thoughtful expression on her face.
         She was twenty-nine years old now, in the prime of her life, confident, beautiful and sure of her power. Her fair hair hung
         straight and trimmed to shoulder length, a fashion the princess had inadvertently set last year when, in a fit of pique on
         a particularly humid day, she had chopped off her long hair, annoyed by the time she wasted having it dressed each morning.
         Within a month, there was barely a woman in Greenharbour who hadn’t followed suit.
      

      
      Looking at her now, at how she had grown from a foolish girl into the most powerful woman in Hythria, the dwarf felt a surge
         of affection for his mistress. He had never been so fortunate in an owner and knew he would never be so lucky again. For that
         reason alone, he would have committed cold-blooded murder for her, if it meant staying by her side.
      

      
      ‘How did it go?’ she asked Xanda as he and Elezaar crossed the large room to the table where she sat. Marla’s townhouse was
         barely a stone’s throw from the High Prince’s palace and his garden on the roof of the west wing, where he indulged in most
         of his perverse pleasures. There were no murals here, or statues of couples caught in improbable embraces. Just a long, carved
         and gilded table where Marla worked, a stack of documents awaiting her signature and the comfortable low table with its bright cushions where Marla was sitting. The only item in the room that gave any hint of the power this
         young woman wielded was the High Prince’s seal, which sat on the table next to a candle, and a half-used stick of red sealing
         wax.
      

      
      ‘Luciena Mariner refused your invitation, your highness,’ Xanda told her, sounding a little peeved. ‘She was pretty snide
         about it, too.’
      

      
      Marla was unsurprised. ‘I imagine she thinks I broke my promise to her father. How did she seem?’

      
      ‘Angry.’

      
      ‘Was that all?’

      
      Xanda took a moment to reply. ‘I think she was frightened, now I come to think of it.’

      
      ‘Of you, Xanda?’ Marla asked with a smile. ‘Good gracious, boy, what did you say to her?’

      
      ‘It wasn’t anything I said, your highness. I think she has other problems. I only saw one slave in the house and the walls
         were missing a number of paintings. Most of the rugs and quite a bit of the furniture were gone too.’
      

      
      ‘Debt problems?’ the princess asked, turning to Elezaar.

      
      ‘I’ll look into it,’ the dwarf promised.

      
      ‘Do that,’ Marla said, taking another sip of wine. ‘And if she is in debt, find out who holds the promissory notes. How did
         your meeting go with Tarkyn Lye?’
      

      
      Tarkyn Lye was the court’esa belonging to Alija Eaglespike, the High Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective, and the most senior member of the High Arrion’s
         household. As Elezaar’s counterpart in the enemy camp, the blind court’esa could be relied upon to provide as much misinformation about his mistress’s movements as he could possibly manage.
      

      
      ‘He assures me the High Arrion will be leaving for her husband’s estates in Dregian Province at the beginning of summer, along
         with the rest of his retinue.’
      

      
      ‘Do you believe him?’ Xanda asked.
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Neither do I,’ Marla agreed. ‘Have a message sent to the High Arrion inviting her to accompany the High Prince in the public
         parade through the streets of the city when he also departs for the Retreat Season. Inform the High Arrion that Prince Lernen
         firmly believes such a gesture will reassure the citizens of Greenharbour of the close and abiding goodwill between the High
         Prince and the Sorcerers’ Collective and that his highness would be further honoured to have her accompany him to the border.’
      

      
      ‘You’d have the High Arrion accompany the High Prince to the border?’ Xanda asked, sounding a little surprised. He was a member
         of the family and, on principle, trusted nobody who wasn’t.
      

      
      Marla shrugged. ‘Alija either agrees to accompany my brother to Naribra before heading home to Dregian so I can be certain
         she’s left the city, or she refuses and publicly insults him.’
      

      
      Xanda smiled. ‘That’s rather sneaky of you, Aunt Marla.’

      
      Elezaar nodded his agreement. ‘Alija’s too good a politician to do the latter over something as trivial as a street parade.
         Once she’s gone, Tesha Zorell will effectively be in charge of the Collective until the end of summer and we can breathe a
         little easier for the next three months.’
      

      
      ‘You’re lucky we have a Lower Arrion you trust.’

      
      Marla laughed sceptically. ‘I don’t know that I trust Tesha all that much, Xanda. I just know she’s not as ambitious as Alija.
         That makes her much less trouble.’
      

      
      Marla’s restraint in her dealings with Alija Eaglespike never ceased to amaze the dwarf. Alija had been the lover of Marla’s
         second husband, Nash Hawksword, right up until he died. She may even have been involved in the first attempt to assassinate
         young Damin when he was barely four years old (and who knew how many attempts since then). A man would have called her out, demanded an opportunity to defend his honour, gone to his grave rather than stomach
         such an insult.
      

      
      But not Marla Wolfblade.

      
      In all the time Marla had been here in Greenharbour, effectively ruling the country in her brother’s name, the dwarf had never
         seen her falter; never seen her give even the slightest hint she knew of the affair or suspected Alija of being behind any
         plot to kill her son. The High Arrion assumed she and Marla were friends, that the princess relied on her counsel. Nobody
         but her closest family and allies knew Marla was simply biding her time, waiting with the patience of a spider for Alija to
         falter.
      

      
      When the blade falls, Alija won’t even see it coming.

      
      And neither, Elezaar fretted, would he, because of Marla’s admirable, but infuriating, willingness to wait. It sometimes drove Elezaar to distraction. He often
         wished he could find a way to prompt her into action. Marla had plenty of reasons to seek revenge, but every time he reminded
         her of it, she would calmly remind Elezaar that Damin was still a boy. Marla Wolfblade was prepared to wait and do nothing
         about Alija Eaglespike until the day he turned thirty, if it ensured her son grew up to be the High Prince she was hoping
         for.
      

      
      Which is a fine and noble sentiment, the dwarf thought, except it robbed Elezaar of the only thing he wanted out of life – with the possible exception of staying
         close to Princess Marla. Revenge. For Crysander. For my brother.
      

      
      ‘Speaking of Tesha,’ the princess added, ‘I need to talk with Wrayan when I get to Krakandar. Tesha’s looking to retire soon
         and I’d like his opinion on her replacement.’
      

      
      Elezaar shook his head, frowning at the notion. ‘You’re going to consult the head of the Krakandar Thieves’ Guild about who
         should replace the Lower Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective?’
      

      
      ‘Wrayan Lightfinger was the High Arrion’s apprentice for ten years, Elezaar. He knows the likely candidates better than anybody.
         And he has no vested interest in who gets the job. His is about the most reliable opinion around.’
      

      
      ‘And has it occurred to you, your highness, that you have no say over who replaces Tesha when she retires, either?’
      

      
      It was Marla’s turn to smile. ‘Of course I have a say. I’ll just take Alija aside and ask her to promise me that whoever I
         have privately chosen for the position of Lower Arrion doesn’t get the job, because I believe they have hidden loyalties to
         the Patriot Faction.’
      

      
      ‘How does that help?’ Xanda asked.

      
      ‘Alija will promise to do her best to keep my candidate out of the job, Xanda. I’ll pretend to be pathetically grateful. Alija
         will make certain the candidate she now believes is secretly one of her Patriots is appointed, and then she’ll come to the
         palace and apologise profusely for not being able to prevent it. I’ll accept her heartfelt apology and assure her that I know
         she has the best interests of the High Prince at heart, and thank her for everything she tried to do for me. She’ll go away
         thinking I’m an idiot and we’ll all be happy.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think anybody in Hythria makes the mistake of thinking you’re an idiot, Aunt Marla. Not any more.’

      
      ‘I miss that, actually,’ she said, placing her wineglass on the low table. ‘I used to get things done with much less fuss
         when people didn’t stop to wonder why I was doing what I was doing.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, the good old days, eh?’ Elezaar chuckled.

      
      Marla smiled. ‘Will you follow up on Luciena’s debts, Xanda? Elezaar will be able to tell you what the problem is in a day
         or so. I’ll leave you to take care of it as you see fit. You have my permission to use the Palace Guard if things look like
         they’re getting out of hand. I have rather a lot invested in that girl. I really don’t want anything to happen to her.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take care of it, your highness.’

      
      She smiled and offered him her palm. Xanda kissed it with a bow and let himself out of the office.

      
      ‘He’s growing into quite a charming young man,’ Marla remarked with satisfaction.

      
      ‘At least, you hope Luciena Mariner thinks so,’ the dwarf amended.

      
      ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Fool,’ she sniffed, quite offended by what he was implying.

      
      He stared at her with his one good eye. ‘You’re not hoping the notion of the dashing young lieutenant coming to her rescue
         will prompt Miss Mariner into looking favourably upon your nephew as a potential husband, then?’
      

      
      ‘That’s a wicked thing to suggest!’ the princess replied, full of wounded indignation. ‘As if I would ever try to manipulate
         people like that!’
      

      
      Elezaar smiled fondly at his mistress. ‘Of course not.’

      
      Marla looked at him, concerned. ‘Do you think Xanda sees through me as easily as you do?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t worry about your nephew, your highness. He’s seventeen, which means he’s far too full of raging lust and bravado
         to take much notice of anything you’re doing.’
      

      
      The princess laughed. ‘Well, that’s a relief! Have you made arrangements for my meeting with Corian Burl?’

      
      ‘Everything is as you requested, your highness.’

      
      Corian Burl was the High Prince’s chamberlain, but he belonged, heart and soul, to Marla. Originally a court’eas, he was one of the men who had trained Elezaar and his brother Crysander in their youth. Too valuable to waste, when he reached
         the end of his useful life as a court’esa, Corian had been sold to a family in Pentamor Province, where he served as the estate’s Chief Steward until the owner died
         and the son inherited the estate. Anxious to make his own mark on the world, the son had sold off a number of his father’s older slaves, Corian Burl among them, around
         the same time Marla Wolfbade had realised she needed somebody she could trust implicitly to run the palace and the High Prince’s
         affairs when she returned to Krakandar each year for three months to spend time with her children.
      

      
      Hearing his old master was up for sale, Elezaar had brought Corian to her attention. That was the day Elezaar realised just
         how much the pupil had exceeded the master. Rather than buy him outright, Marla had left Corian to sweat in fear in the slave
         pens of Greenharbour’s markets for nigh on a month. It was only at the last moment, as the hammer was about to fall, that
         her agent made a bid for the old man. Concerned by her heartless disregard for the old man’s welfare, Elezaar had asked the
         princess why, if she was planning to take his advice and purchase Corian Burl all along, had she left the old man to suffer
         in the slave pens.
      

      
      ‘Because I want him to be grateful to me,’ Marla had replied. ‘And I want him to remember what awaits him if he crosses me.’
         Then she had smiled thinly and added, ‘Besides, if I’d expressed an interest in him any sooner, the price would have gone
         through the roof at auction. I have learned something being married to a common trader, you know.’
      

      
      Yes, Elezaar thought, you have long ago surpassed your teacher, your highness. You even scare me sometimes.

      
      ‘I can’t wait to get this business with Luciena settled and get home to Krakandar,’ the princess was saying as Elezaar dragged
         his attention back to her. ‘I miss the children so much. Whoever came up with the idea of the Retreat Season really was a
         thoughtful soul.’
      

      
      ‘It was Damin,’ Elezaar told her.

      
      ‘Damin?’
      

      
      ‘Damin the Wise,’ he explained, unable to break the habit, even after all this time, of falling into the role of her tutor
         whenever the opportunity arose. ‘Or Damin the First, depending on who you ask. The High Prince your son was named after. Apparently,
         he was concerned the Warlords spent too much time at court and not enough time seeing to their own estates, so he banned them
         from the capital over summer. It got them out of the city and back to their own provinces in time for the harvest; meant nobody
         could really move on anybody else politically for a few months of the year – although he wasn’t averse to the odd border skirmish
         to keep his Warlords on their toes, I gather; and it gave him a perfectly legitimate excuse to retreat to his own estates
         in the Naribra Valley and escape Greenharbour’s humidity during the rainy season.’
      

      
      ‘A wise ruler, indeed,’ Marla agreed.

      
      ‘Let’s hope his namesake proves just as astute.’

      
      ‘Well, he’s certainly proving inventive,’ Marla reminded him with a frown. ‘According to Mahkas’s most recent letter, between
         Damin, the twins and the Tirstone boys, they managed to convince their last tutor the Krakandar Palace is haunted. He fled
         the palace a gibbering wreck, by all accounts.’
      

      
      ‘A situation Lord Damaran apparently did nothing to prevent,’ Elezaar pointed out disapprovingly. He distrusted Marla’s brother-in-law
         for no reason he could ever pin down. There was just something about him that hinted at dark secrets Elezaar would dearly
         like to discover.
      

      
      Marla recognised his tone and shook her head. Over the years, they had arrived at a point where they now just agreed to disagree
         about Krakandar’s Regent. ‘Mahkas has never let me down, Elezaar.’
      

      
      ‘Not yet.’

      
      ‘I can’t understand why you don’t like him. He’s doing a fine job as Regent. The province has never been in better shape.’

      
      ‘So he claims.’
      

      
      She smiled at his scepticism. ‘I’m far too wily to merely accept Mahkas’s word for it that he’s doing a good job, Elezaar.
         I do have other sources, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Did your other sources tell you about the raid into Medalon last year that almost cost us another war with the Defenders?’

      
      She sighed. ‘If you mean the raid in which several of our men were ambushed, killed and then cremated in a deliberate act
         of provocation by a gang of Medalonian thugs, then yes, I heard about it. Mahkas did what he had to in order to deter such
         foolishness in the future.’
      

      
      ‘He crucified a whole family of farmsteaders, your highness, including the children.’

      
      ‘He got his point across, Elezaar. Just because his methods are not those you or I would employ doesn’t make them any less
         effective.’
      

      
      He shook his head, frowning. ‘I can’t believe you’re willing to defend such barbarity, your highness.’

      
      ‘The Medalonians cremated our dead,’ she reminded him. ‘They burned our men like rotten sides of beef. Surely you’re not suggesting
         such a sacrilege should have been let go unpunished?’
      

      
      ‘Surely you’re not suggesting his punishment was just?’

      
      Marla sighed wearily. They’d argued over this so many times. ‘I’m not trying to defend him, Elezaar, nor do I like what Mahkas
         did. I’m simply saying there’s nothing I can do about it. Mahkas is Regent of Krakandar and he protects my son and his inheritance
         as if he were Damin’s own father. I’m not going to jeopardise that arrangement because he does the odd thing I disapprove
         of.’
      

      
      ‘If he’d done it ten years ago, when Palin Jenga was on the border in command of the Defenders, we’d never have got off so
         lightly,’ Elezaar warned, wishing the princess could see past her brother-in-law’s devotion to her son and recognise some of his faults as well. ‘That we’re not at war with Medalon over that incident has more to do with
         their own internal problems than fear of Mahkas Damaran.’
      

      
      ‘That may well be the case,’ she conceded. ‘But we’re not at war with them, so I’m not going to make an issue of it. Anyway,
         you’ll have your chance to watch Mahkas closely for a while, seeing as how he concerns you so much. I’ve decided you’re going
         to be the next tutor I send to Krakandar.’
      

      
      Elezaar stared at her in shock. ‘Have I done something to displease you, your highness?’

      
      ‘On the contrary, you’ve done nothing but please me.’
      

      
      ‘Then why are you sending me away?’

      
      The princess smiled reassuringly, as if she’d only just realised the fright she had given him. ‘Dear gods, I’m not sending
         you away, Elezaar! I’m entrusting you with the most important job in the world. I want you to teach my sons the same things
         you taught me. I want you to teach them your damn Rules of Gaining and Wielding Power. Make them understand the responsibility
         that comes with their birthrights. Narvell will rule Elasapine some day and Damin will be the next High Prince of Hythria.
         I intend to see he’s the best High Prince I can make him.’
      

      
      ‘But you need me here.’

      
      ‘I will miss your counsel, Elezaar,’ the princess admitted. ‘But I have three of my own children and three stepchildren riding
         roughshod over the entire staff of the Krakandar Palace, apparently doing whatever they please. No matter how much I might
         enjoy your advice, I owe it to my country to ensure the next High Prince is not a spoiled brat.’
      

      
      ‘But, your highness—’

      
      Princess Marla smiled at him, shaking her head. ‘I might need you here, Dwarf, but Hythria needs you in Krakandar.’
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      It was hard sometimes, being the youngest. Even harder when you were the youngest and a girl. You never got to go first at
         anything. You had to fight for every little thing. And you had to stand up for yourself or you’d be left behind playing girly
         games while the boys had all the fun.
      

      
      Technically, Kalan Hawksword wasn’t the youngest child in the Krakandar nursery. Her twin brother, Narvell, was twenty minutes
         younger, but it seemed his gender gave him an edge that outweighed the scant few minutes’ head start she had on him.
      

      
      There were two other girls in Krakandar Palace, but they just made things worse. The eldest was Kalan’s stepsister, Rielle
         Tirstone, a raven-haired beauty who had just turned sixteen, whose only interests in life seemed to be planning her wedding,
         wearing out her court’esa or flirting with the palace Raiders. The other girl was her cousin, Leila. She was eleven, a bit less than a year older than
         Kalan, with long golden hair and smoky dark eyes.
      

      
      Unlike Kalan, Rielle and Leila actually liked being girls. They were much prettier than Kalan (it was rather irritating how
         everyone kept remarking on that) and they could make the boys do anything they wanted just by smiling at them. Kalan didn’t care about that. She wanted to be one of the boys and was annoyed that she wasn’t.
      

      
      And things were about to change in a way Kalan couldn’t anticipate. There was another girl on the way, older than Kalan, Leila
         and Rielle.
      

      
      Princess Marla had written to them about the newcomer several weeks ago. Aunt Bylinda had come into the nursery to tell them
         the latest news, the way she always did when a letter arrived from Princess Marla. She had read the announcement with a slight
         frown. Luciena, the daughter of Marla’s late husband, the shipping merchant Jarvan Mariner, was coming to Krakandar with Marla
         when she returned for the summer.
      

      
      There were already more than half a dozen children in Bylinda’s care. Another one added to the mix was asking a great deal
         of the eternally patient young woman, particularly as she only had one child of her own and had never been able to carry another
         past the third month. But as usual, Aunt Bylinda had smiled and put on a jovial face and declared with entirely forced enthusiasm
         that it would be wonderful, having another sister in the palace.
      

      
      The boys – Kalan’s twin, Narvell, and her stepbrothers, Rodja and Adham – didn’t seem to care one way or the other when they
         heard about it. Her stepsister, Rielle, was much too enchanted with the court’esa her father had given her for her birthday to care about anybody else at the moment. Kalan’s older brother, Damin, was at
         that age where girls were a nuisance, and Starros, the oldest in the group, would probably just ignore her. He was fifteen
         and had very little time for any of the girls these days. Almodavar was too busy trying to make a warrior out of him.
      

      
      Thinking of the boys, Kalan looked wistfully out of the window at the gardens, wondering how long it would be before they got back from the training yards. It was such a glorious day, too.
      

      
      Much too nice to be cooped up inside doing boring, girly things.

      
      Damin, Starros, Narvell, Adham and Rodja were training with Almodavar and her cousin, Travin, which was how they usually spent
         the mornings, learning interesting things in life, like swordplay, and knife-fighting, and how to use a bow, and all the other
         stuff Kalan wasn’t allowed to learn because she was a girl. With a scowl at her needlework, she stabbed at the linen in annoyance.
         Why didn’t boys have to learn how to sew?

      
      ‘It’s quite dead, Kalan.’

      
      She looked up at Lirena, their long-suffering nurse. She had thought the old slave asleep in her armchair. ‘What?’

      
      ‘The linen, dear. It’s quite dead. You don’t have to stab at it like that.’

      
      Leila looked up from her own embroidery and smiled at the slave. ‘Kalan’s just mad because she’s in here and not outside with
         the boys.’
      

      
      ‘It’s too hot outside,’ Lirena informed the girls. ‘You’ll get all freckly and look like a peasant if you go outside in this
         heat.’
      

      
      ‘Why don’t boys look like peasants if they have freckles?’ Kalan asked.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Kalan!’ Leila laughed.

      
      ‘I’m not being silly,’ Kalan replied, a little put out. It seemed a perfectly reasonable question to her. ‘If freckles are
         what make you look like a peasant, then why doesn’t anybody care if the boys get them? I mean, it might be all right for Starros
         and Rodja and Adham, ’cause they’re not highborn, but Narvell is the heir to Elasapine. And Damin’s a prince. Don’t princes
         have to worry about things like that?’
      

      
      ‘It’s different for boys,’ Lirena informed her, as if that was all the explanation she needed.

      
      ‘Why?’
      

      
      ‘Why what?’

      
      ‘Why is it different for boys?’

      
      ‘Because it is.’

      
      ‘But why should it be?’ Kalan insisted.

      
      ‘Because women are supposed to look beautiful and have babies and men are supposed to do everything else,’ the slave replied
         uncomfortably, ill equipped to argue the issue of female emancipation with a well-read ten-year-old.
      

      
      ‘That can’t be right,’ Kalan pointed out. ‘Mama rules Hythria, and she’s a girl.’

      
      Leila rolled her eyes at her foolish young cousin. ‘Princess Marla does no such thing, Kalan. And you really shouldn’t say
         such things. Uncle Lernen is the High Prince. He’s the one who rules Hythria.’
      

      
      ‘But Grandpa Charel called Uncle Lernen a perverted waste of time and space,’ she announced, thinking of a conversation she’d
         heard between her grandfather and her Uncle Mahkas, a few months ago when Charel Hawksword had come to Krakandar to visit
         his grandchildren. ‘He said if it wasn’t for Mama’s level head, Hythria would be in ruins.’
      

      
      ‘Leila’s right, lass,’ Lirena said with a frown. ‘You really shouldn’t repeat such things. Anyway, you probably didn’t hear
         all of it. It can be confusing when you hear only half a conversation.’
      

      
      As far as Kalan was concerned, she’d heard more than enough to glean the gist of the discussion between her grandfather and
         her uncle. And she knew her mother was involved in important business. That was why Princess Marla lived in Greenharbour and
         Kalan lived at the other end of the country with her Uncle Mahkas and Aunt Bylinda. It was safe here in Krakandar. Marla had
         important work to do. Every time her mother left Krakandar after a visit, Marla hugged her and told Kalan so. I love you, darling, she always said as she was departing. And I miss you desperately. But I have to go back to Greenharbour. I have important work to do there.
      

      
      Kalan wanted to have important work to do, too. And she was fairly certain, even at the tender age of ten, that it didn’t
         involve embroidery.
      

      
      ‘Mama’s very, very important,’ Kalan insisted.
      

      
      ‘Of course she is, dear,’ Lirena agreed soothingly. ‘Now finish that row of knots and I’ll have some morning tea brought in,
         shall I? Some nice little tea cakes, perhaps? Or some nut bread? You like nut bread.’
      

      
      I like not being treated like a three-year-old even more, she grumbled silently, but knew better than to say it aloud. Kalan looked out of the window again, at that perfect sky,
         and sighed. She had to get out of here. Now. Otherwise, she’d go mad.
      

      
      ‘I suppose if I eat enough nut bread I’ll get fat,’ she declared, turning on the slave argumentatively. ‘And being fat means
         I won’t look like a starving peasant, either, I suppose?’ Kalan pulled a face and added in a falsely high voice, ‘Oh, look
         at Lady Kalan Hawksword … we can tell she’s highborn … just look at how bloated and podgy she is …’
      

      
      The old slave was not amused. ‘Just you watch that tone, little miss. I put your mother over my knee more than once. Don’t
         think I’m too old to do the same to you.’
      

      
      ‘She could do with a good spanking, if you want my opinion,’ Leila said.

      
      Hugely offended, Kalan jumped to her feet. ‘Well, nobody asked you for your stupid opinion, Leila Damaran! You’re always picking
         on me! I hate you!’
      

      
      Kalan threw down her embroidery and stormed from the nursery. Leila winked at her on the way past and then lowered her head
         over her embroidery to hide her smile, knowing full well her comment had given her cousin the excuse she needed to flounce from the room in high dudgeon. Leila was a pretty good sport when you needed to escape being
         cooped up doing embroidery lessons in the nursery on a perfect spring day. All Leila had to do was say something to which
         Kalan was sure to take offence and, for the sake of peace, the old slave would do nothing to stop Kalan storming off in a
         huff.
      

      
      Once that happened, Kalan was free to storm all the way down to the yards where her brothers were training.

      
      Slamming the door with a resounding thump, Kalan strode past the guards outside the nursery, who hurriedly stood to attention
         as she passed. Taking a shortcut through the glass-roofed solar, Kalan ran out into the gardens and headed for the gate that
         led down to the barracks. With luck, Almodavar wouldn’t be there. It might be Raek Harlen who had charge of the boys’ training
         today – after all, Damin had almost killed Almodavar last night. He might need a rest. Raek would usually let Kalan stay and
         watch. He might even be in a good mood and let her have a turn with one of the wooden practice swords.
      

      
      Slipping through the gate at the bottom of the garden, Kalan headed down the gravel path at a run, thinking the only thing
         that could ruin her day now was finding out that her brothers had been sent inside to study.
      

      
      Despite the forty laps of the training yard Almodavar had insisted her brother run for not killing him last night, Damin looked
         to be in high spirits when Kalan climbed the fence to watch him and their stepbrother, Rodja Tirstone, go through their paces
         with quarterstaffs under the watchful eye of Raek Harlen. The air was dusty where the boys had scuffed the loose dirt during
         their bout, and it hung over the training yards like a dry, brown mist. A few feet away, Kalan’s twin brother, Narvell, was
         locked in a similar bout with Rodja’s younger brother, Adham. Beyond them were her foster-brother, Starros, and her cousin, Travin Taranger. The last pair was being watched over by another Raider,
         who stopped the boys occasionally to correct their technique.
      

      
      Tall, dark-haired, and very handsome to Kalan’s eye, at nineteen, Travin seemed all grown up now. Six years as a fosterling
         in her grandfather’s household in Byamor had changed her cousin beyond recognition – not that she remembered him much from
         before; Kalan was only four when Travin left Krakandar and her contact with him since then had been sporadic at best. But
         he was home now and he had lots of stories about Grandpa Charel’s court and didn’t seem to mind Kalan asking him about it,
         so she figured he was just about the most perfect boy she’d ever met (not counting Wrayan Lightfinger).
      

      
      If she’d been the type who wanted to get married, Travin would have been her first choice. If not Travin, then his younger
         brother, Xanda, might do just as well. Kalan missed Xanda since he’d left for Greenharbour and she wondered if her mother
         would allow him to come home for a visit when she returned this year.
      

      
      The problem of marriage bothered Kalan a great deal more than it did most ten-year-old girls. She knew these things were arranged
         well in advance. She also knew alliances sealed by marriage were more than just social arrangements. Travin would one day
         inherit his father’s title as the Earl of Walsark and be a lord in his own right. He would be a vassal of Krakandar, which
         her brother, Damin, would one day inherit, so it seemed perfectly logical to keep it all in the family, except Damin was going
         to be High Prince one day, too, and she wasn’t sure quite how that worked, because if Uncle Lernen died, then Damin would
         have to go to Greenharbour. How could he be Warlord of Krakandar if he was living at the other end of the country?

      
      Thinking about it gave Kalan a headache. Anyway, Uncle Mahkas was always saying how Leila would probably marry Damin when they both grew up. They were cousins, so it didn’t seem in the least bit strange that if Kalan was going to be forced to marry somebody, she couldn’t
         have the cousin of her choice, too.
      

      
      Of course, the entire issue was moot, Kalan reminded herself, because she wasn’t going to get married. She had decided this
         some time ago. All she needed now was to figure out what she wanted to do with her life, a problem that was looming larger
         every day as she realised how limited her career options were.
      

      
      The captain spotted Kalan at the same time as the boys did and frowned at her disapprovingly. ‘Are you supposed to be down
         here in the yards, my lady?’
      

      
      ‘Lirena didn’t say I couldn’t come, Captain Harlen,’ Kalan replied truthfully, lifting her skirts as she climbed over to sit on the top rail. ‘Who’s winning?’
      

      
      ‘Who do you think?’ Rodja asked, sucking on his bleeding knuckles. The boys were practising with weapons scaled to their height.
         Although Damin was two years younger than Rodja, there was little difference in their size. If anything, Damin was a little
         taller. And he was almost unbeatable. Certainly her stepbrothers, Rodja and Adham, rarely got the better of him. She’d even
         seen Damin give Xanda a run for his money before he left, and Xanda was five years older than Damin. Being perhaps the smartest
         of the boys, Starros simply refused to fight him any more.
      

      
      ‘You’re letting Damin win,’ Raek Harlen told Rodja unsympathetically. ‘Instead of striking at his shoulder, you could have
         changed your grip on your own weapon and taken a strike at Damin’s neck.’
      

      
      Rodja rolled his eyes. ‘Now why didn’t I think of that?’
      

      
      ‘Because you fight like a girl,’ Kalan told him with a laugh.

      
      ‘I fight like a girl?’ he asked, turning to her with a wounded look. ‘I’d like to see you do any better, Kalan Hawksword. And does anybody actually care that I’m bleeding?’ When nobody answered him immediately, he threw his hands up in disgust. ‘Apparently not.’
      

      
      ‘A few bloodied knuckles won’t kill you, Rodja,’ Damin assured him with a friendly poke of his staff. ‘Again?’

      
      ‘You really do think this is fun, don’t you?’ Rodja said, blowing on his stinging hand before turning back to face Damin and
         resuming a fighting stance.
      

      
      Waiting for Rodja to attack, Damin assumed a similar pose, but for him it seemed natural, whereas Rodja had to consciously
         think about it. As Rodja moved to strike, Damin grinned at his stepbrother. ‘Don’t you think it’s fun?’
      

      
      In reply, Rodja struck hard, his left leg forward and his left hand at the centre of the staff. As soon as he moved, Damin,
         with his right hand placed between the centre and the butt-end of the staff, rotated his weapon too fast for Rodja to counter
         and brought it up with a whack on his stepbrother’s already bruised and bloodied knuckles.
      

      
      Rodja yelped with pain, dropped his staff and jumped back out of Damin’s reach. ‘Right! That’s it! I’ve had enough of this!
         You did that on purpose!’
      

      
      ‘No! Really?’ Damin asked with a laugh.
      

      
      ‘Always hit a man in his weakest spot,’ Kalan added cheerily. ‘Isn’t that what Almodavar’s always telling you?’

      
      Rodja didn’t appreciate the reminder. He nursed his sore hand against his chest and glared at his stepbrother. ‘That’s all
         right for you, your highness. You’re going to be High Prince some day. I don’t need to know how to fight. I’m planning a nice safe career as a spice importer
         like my pa.’
      

      
      ‘And you think “always hit a man in his weakest spot” isn’t the first bit of advice your father’s going to give you when it
         comes to dealing with the competition in the spice trade?’ Raek asked, picking up Rodja’s discarded staff. ‘Mercenaries and merchants have more in common than you imagine, lad. Here, let me look at it.’
      

      
      Reluctantly, Rodja held out his hand for Raek’s inspection. The captain studied it for a moment and then nodded. ‘Perhaps
         you should get Lady Bylinda to dress it for you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said impatiently, snatching his hand back.
      

      
      ‘You still fight like a girl, Rodja Tirstone!’ Kalan called after him, as her stepbrother turned and headed for the gate.
         He didn’t reply, but he did make a rude gesture at her with his bloody finger, which made Kalan laugh. If Lirena or Aunt Bylinda
         caught any of the children making a gesture like that around the palace, they’d be on bread and water for a week, but down
         here in the training yards, things were much more relaxed.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t taunt him, my lady,’ Raek warned. ‘Rodja’s actually not that bad. And Damin did hurt him.’

      
      ‘I know,’ she shrugged. ‘But he gets all red in the face when you tease him. Haven’t you ever noticed that?’

      
      ‘It’s still not very nice, Lady Kalan.’

      
      Kalan cocked her head to one side curiously. ‘Captain, don’t you think it a little odd to be lecturing me about being nice
         while you’re teaching my brothers to hit each other with big sticks?’
      

      
      Damin laughed. He could see the irony, but Raek Harlen wasn’t nearly so impressed. He opened his mouth to say something; but
         fortunately Damin came to her rescue before the captain could order her from the yard. ‘Am I finished for the day, Raek?’
         he asked. ‘Now I don’t have a sparring partner?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll spar with you!’ Kalan volunteered.

      
      Damin laughed outright at the suggestion. ‘Why do you need to know anything about a quarterstaff, Kal?’

      
      ‘Because the quarterstaff is an extremely useful weapon,’ she quoted smugly. Kalan had a good memory for stuff like this. She could overhear something once and repeat it back, even months later, verbatim. ‘A staff can be used any way
         a man – or woman – wants to use it. You can strike like a sword, or hit like an axe. Or you can thrust it like a spear and you can do it from
         either side of the body and you can change quickly from side to side, which makes it very difficult for your opponent to respond
         to an attack.’
      

      
      Damin recognised the speech. He shook his head at his sister. ‘It’s creepy the way you can do that, Kalan.’

      
      Raek relented a little. He smiled at her. ‘And even if you can quote Captain Almodavar word for precious word, there’s more chance of a Fardohnyan invasion this afternoon, young lady,
         than me letting you spar with your brother and a couple of quarterstaffs.’
      

      
      ‘Are you afraid I’ll hurt him?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Raek agreed, taking the staff Damin held out to him. ‘That must be it.’

      
      Kalan glared at the captain, then crossed her arms across her body with a scowl. ‘I hate being a girl.’

      
      ‘Some day you might find you like it,’ Raek suggested.

      
      The captain turned to Narvell and Adham and told them they could finish up. Overhearing the order, the Raider supervising
         Starros and Travin signalled them to finish as well. Travin helped the Raider collect their weapons and headed back towards
         the armoury with Raek Harlen, leaving Kalan with her brothers. Sitting on top of the fence looking down at them all, she felt
         like a queen overlooking her court. The illusion lasted right up until Narvell poked her in the side jokingly and she almost
         lost her balance.
      

      
      ‘You and Leila have another fight?’ Starros asked with a knowing smile as he walked to the fence, tucking in his shirt.

      
      Kalan nodded. ‘I was really convincing. Lirena probably won’t send anyone to look for me for hours yet. She thinks I’m in a right old sulk.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t believe the old girl falls for it every time,’ Adham said, wiping his dusty, sweat-stained face on his shirt. With his fair hair and slender build, he looked more
         like Starros’s brother than Rodja’s.
      

      
      ‘She’s getting on a bit,’ Kalan shrugged. ‘You’re not all going back to the palace, are you?’

      
      The boys looked at each other questioningly. Apparently, they had no plans beyond this morning’s training session. Their more
         formal lessons were temporarily suspended, since their last tutor had left over a month ago claiming he couldn’t bear to work
         under such trying conditions. As he was the fourth tutor in as many months to quit the palace, another letter had been sent to Princess Marla in Greenharbour about the need for yet another scholar and she had written back to say she would be bringing the new tutor with her when she brought Luciena to Krakandar.
         That meant they had another few days before their lessons resumed. These precious moments of freedom were not to be wasted
         on things like history or mathematics.
      

      
      Kalan looked at Damin expectantly. Although neither the eldest nor the biggest of the Krakandar children, he was their natural
         leader and the others would usually go along with whatever he suggested. Except Starros. He was probably the only one among
         them who didn’t follow blindly wherever Damin led.
      

      
      ‘We could go fishing,’ the young prince suggested after a moment.

      
      ‘Only if Uncle Mahkas doesn’t find out,’ Starros warned. ‘He told Rodja we weren’t to go near the fens without an escort.’

      
      ‘We’ll take Travin,’ Kalan declared. ‘Then Uncle Mahkas can’t say we didn’t have an escort.’

      
      That seemed to satisfy even Starros. The others looked at each other and nodded their agreement. Kalan jumped down off the fence with a satisfied sigh. It’s a perfect day. I’m going fishing in the fens with the boys and Travin is coming along as my escort.
      

      
      Life didn’t get much better than this.
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      In the poorer sections of Talabar, particularly among the hovels belonging to the free labourers of the city, life had plenty
         of room for improvement. For Rory, son of Drendik, son of Warak, life could take a turn for the better any time it was ready,
         as far as he was concerned.
      

      
      Now would be good.

      
      Yesterday would have been better.

      
      Rory’s troubles all started when he began to suffer unbearable headaches, which at first both his father and grandfather had
         put down to hunger. It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption. Things had been bleak recently, work harder and harder to come by.
         It had something to do with the completion of a major undertaking far from Talabar, Rory knew, somewhere in the Sunrise Mountains.
         According to Grandpa Warak, once the construction of the Widowmaker Pass was finally completed, all the workers formerly employed
         on the project had suddenly flooded the market. There was a glut of able-bodied slaves available for purchase and they were
         going cheap. Ship owners across Fardohnya were snapping up bargains, crewing their ships – in some cases almost entirely –
         with slave labour. That meant free sailors like his father and uncles couldn’t find work unless they were willing to sign
         on as bondsmen, which was just a polite way of signing yourself into slavery.
      

      
      Everyone went hungry as Rory’s father and uncles tried to scrape up enough to put food on the table for their large clan,
         and the headaches got worse by the day. It wasn’t unreasonable, he knew, to think the two events were connected. He even stopped
         complaining about them after a while. The look of despair his father wore most of the time made his own pain seem insignificant.
      

      
      And then Rory’s cousin, Patria, came home one morning, after staying out all night, with enough money to feed the family for
         a week.
      

      
      Older than Rory by three years, Patria was fifteen and Uncle Gazil’s only daughter, a pale, fair-haired, waiflike girl with
         a shy demeanour that hid a will of iron. She claimed the money came from working in one of the taverns along Restinghouse
         Street, washing tankards and cleaning up after the drunks. Rory didn’t understand why all the grown-ups had seemed so upset.
         To Rory and his six younger siblings, any food on the table was welcome – they weren’t too concerned where it came from. But
         his father, his uncles and even Grandpa Warak all wore dark looks for days afterwards and Patria cried a lot. They were no
         longer going hungry, so Rory couldn’t understand why everyone was so upset.
      

      
      Thinking it would blow over after a while, Rory was distressed to discover the situation getting worse as time went on. The
         whole house grew more and more tense, to the point where even the youngest children could feel something was amiss. Nobody
         said anything, though. They just stormed around the house and ate the food they could suddenly afford and never mentioned
         Patria’s unexpected wealth or what she was doing when she left the house each evening in her one good dress and why she didn’t
         come home until daylight.
      

      
      Determined to get to the bottom of the mystery – and in the hope of maybe somehow fixing whatever it was that was tearing
         apart his formerly happy home – Rory decided to find out what was going on for himself. He had followed Patria one night as
         she made her way through the muddy streets of the slums on the outskirts of Talabar until she came to Restinghouse Street
         with its countless taverns and music halls and houses of ill repute. He almost lost her when she turned into the street. It
         was Fifthday evening and tomorrow was Restday, which meant the taverns were full of men who didn’t have to work in the morning.
         Pushing through the crowd, Rory hurried in Patria’s wake. As she passed one tavern after another, he began to worry. Perhaps
         she wasn’t working in a tavern at all. Perhaps she’d found work cleaning one of the brothels, or worse, one of the music halls.
         That might explain why everyone was so upset. It would certainly explain why Patria was lying about her job.
      

      
      Just as Rory came to the conclusion that Patria had betrayed what little decency the family could lay claim to by working
         in a music hall, his cousin stopped on the corner of Restinghouse Street and the inaptly named Victory Parade. There were
         a number of other girls standing around, who greeted the newcomer with suspicious eyes and then turned away, intent on their
         own business.
      

      
      Rory stopped across the street and waited, curious to see what Patria was up to. If she had a job, surely she didn’t have
         time to hang about on the corner with these girls? None of them seemed to be doing anything useful.
      

      
      Rory was still puzzling over it when a man walked up to the brunette standing on Patria’s left and said something to her.
         The girl replied, coins changed hands, and the two of them moved off down Victory Parade, arm in arm.
      

      
      After she was gone, Patria moved a little to the right, as if laying claim to the space just vacated by the other girl. A moment later, another man stopped and started talking to Patria. He was a big man, his bare arms covered in tattoos, his
         beard threaded with tiny glass beads. Rory frowned as the man placed several coins in Patria’s outstretched hand and then
         she walked off with him in the same direction the other girl and her companion had gone.
      

      
      Rory was streetwise enough to realise what the transaction must mean, but still innocent enough to think his cousin incapable
         of selling herself for a few measly copper rivets. If she’d wanted a career as a court’esa, she should have said something sooner, he reasoned. It wasn’t unheard of for a girl from the slums to be accepted into one
         of the court’esa schools, provided she was pretty enough and willing to give up her freedom. Many young men and women signed up gladly, because
         a court’esa school meant an education and a pampered life if you were lucky enough to get a good master. To willingly become a working
         court’esa, however – untrained, unsupervised and unprotected – wasn’t so much wrong, to Rory’s way of thinking, as it was stupid.
      

      
      He followed them, of course. There was no way he could just turn around and go home now, not without knowing for certain.
         Patria had no idea he was behind them. As she turned into a rubbish-strewn lane beside a tannery just around the corner in
         Victory Parade, her customer was already unlacing the front of his trousers. Patria turned to face him. The man shoved her
         against the wall and pushed up her skirts.
      

      
      As he watched the brute manhandling his gentle cousin, Rory’s anger began to build and with it came a headache of monumental
         proportions. Patria didn’t complain as the man guided himself into her with a powerful thrust. Abandoning any pretence of
         stealth, Rory stepped into the lane behind them and stared at his cousin, his head pounding in agony. Patria just stood there,
         her face turned to the side, her expression one of blank resignation. The man grunted as he pressed himself inside her, pushing her against
         the rough wooden wall of the tannery, his other hand groping down the front of her dress. She winced as he rhythmically slammed
         her against the wall, but whether from the rough way he was kneading her breast or the careless way he was using her, Rory
         couldn’t say. All he could feel was the pain in his head, like a dam swelling to bursting point with spring melt. The look
         on Patria’s face hurt more than what she was doing. It was the desolation that made Rory’s temples want to explode. The anguish,
         the hopelessness in her eyes …
      

      
      Rory couldn’t remember what he did next. All he remembered was the feeling that his head was going to explode … Then the pain
         went away as an anvil burst through the tannery wall behind them, striking the man a glancing blow on the side of his head.
         He dropped like a sack of wheat at Patria’s feet. She stared at him for a moment in shock, then saw the blood on his head
         and screamed.
      

      
      Rory was too shocked to know or care if the man was dead. He ran forward, grabbed Patria’s wrist and dragged her from the
         lane before her screams brought someone to investigate. Towing his cousin behind him, he ran down Victory Parade, away from
         Restinghouse Street, not stopping until the noise from the taverns had faded to silence and they were among the silent warehouses
         of the wharf district.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ he panted, when he felt it was safe to stop for a moment.

      
      Patria leaned against the wall of the warehouse and stared at him, her face pale in the darkness, her chest heaving. ‘Rory
         … what happened back there?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing …’

      
      ‘Nothing? Someone threw an anvil through a wall at my customer!’ She shook her hand free and rubbed her wrist where he’d been holding
         her. ‘For all I know, he’s dead. And it’s your fault! You’ve ruined everything, you interfering little fool! I won’t be able to go back to Victory Parade again
         and it took me weeks to find that corner.’
      

      
      Rory looked at her in shock. ‘Go back?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I have to go back.’

      
      ‘But that man—’

      
      ‘That man was putting food in your belly, Rory,’ she informed him coldly. ‘You might not like how I’m doing it, but at least
         one person in this family is capable of earning a living.’
      

      
      Rory shook his head, unable to believe Patria was a willing participant in this awful trade. ‘Maybe …if you spoke to Grandpa
         …’
      

      
      She swore softly at him. ‘Grandpa! What good is he?’

      
      ‘He knows people—’

      
      ‘Grandpa knows nothing, Rory,’ Patria scoffed. ‘All his tales about his rich family, and how we’re cousins by marriage to
         the royal house of Hythria, are just stories he makes up to keep our minds off our empty stomachs. When I was little, he used
         to tell me my great-great-grandmother was a Harshini, too. Do you really think he’d be down here starving with the rest of
         us in the Talabar slums if even one of his tall tales was true?’
      

      
      Rory couldn’t really answer that. When she saw him hesitate, Patria smiled sourly. ‘See, even you can’t defend him, can you?
         Well, I’m sick of being hungry, Rory, and if opening my legs to a stranger is all it takes to fill my belly and the bellies
         of my family, then I don’t care how many drunks have their way with me. Not so long as they’re paying me up front.’
      

      
      Without waiting for him to answer, Patria pushed her way past him and headed down the lane. When she reached the end she turned
         right, heading back towards Restinghouse Street.
      

      
      * * *

      
      It was much later before Rory got home and, as usual, the only one still awake was his grandfather. The old man sat by the
         window, as he did every night, staring out into the darkness. When he was small, Rory used to wonder if he was waiting for
         someone to come walking down the street.
      

      
      ‘Bit late for a stroll, isn’t it?’

      
      Rory turned to his grandfather, hoping there was nobody else awake. ‘I had to do something,’ he replied softly in Hythrun
         as he closed the door. Despite almost a lifetime spent in Fardohnya, Warak Mariner spoke the language like a newly landed
         tourist. It was always better and easier to speak to him in Hythrun.
      

      
      ‘How’s your headache?’ Only his grandfather seemed to appreciate the pain Rory had been suffering of late.

      
      ‘It’s gone.’

      
      ‘Has it now?’ his grandfather asked, suddenly curious. ‘How?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ The small house reverberated with the snores of its sleeping occupants. Rory’s younger brothers slept in this
         room. His father and uncles slept in the small bedroom at the rear. Patria, when she was home, occupied the small lean-to
         out back. Rory sat on the edge of his grandfather’s pallet near the window. The significance of his headache disappearing
         hadn’t really sunk in yet. ‘I followed Patria tonight.’
      

      
      Warak shook his head sadly. ‘That was something you probably didn’t need to see.’

      
      Rory stared at his grandfather in surprise. ‘You knew?’

      
      The old man’s face was etched with sadness. ‘No fifteen-year-old girl brings home that sort of money sweeping tavern floors,
         lad. Why do you think your uncles and your father are so upset? They know what she’s doing, and it burns them to allow it.’
      

      
      ‘They could stop her.’

      
      ‘And watch the rest of you starve?’
      

      
      Rory shook his head, wishing life wasn’t so full of unpalatable choices. ‘There must be some other way, Grandpa.’

      
      ‘Your father would’ve found it by now if there were, Rory. Or her father. Did you want to tell me what happened?’

      
      Rory nodded, glad of the chance to unburden himself! His headache might be gone, but he was still in pain. ‘I followed her.
         She was working the corner of Restinghouse and Victory. A man came up to her, gave her money, and they went into a lane …and
         …’
      

      
      ‘And what?’

      
      He shrugged, still not sure he believed what he’d seen. ‘And then an anvil came through the wall and knocked the man down.’

      
      Warak Mariner sat up a little straighter on the pallet and stared at his grandson. ‘A what came through the wall?’
      

      
      ‘An anvil.’

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      Rory frowned. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

      
      Warak didn’t answer his question. Instead, for no apparent reason, he asked about the headaches again. ‘And now the pain in
         your head is gone, you say? Did that happen before or after this stray anvil came flying through the wall?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged, wondering what the old man was on about. ‘I guess it happened around the same time. Why?’

      
      Warak placed a weathered old hand on his grandson’s shoulder and frowned. ‘Unless there was an anvil-chucking contest going
         on behind that wall, my guess is that you’ve inherited some of the family talent, Rorin, my lad.’
      

      
      Rory smiled sceptically as he recalled what Patria had said about their grandfather’s far-fetched stories. ‘The only talent
         I have, Grandpa, is finding trouble. You ask my pa.’
      

      
      ‘That may be truer than you think, lad. Did anybody besides Patria see you in that lane?’
      

      
      Rory shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ ‘Then you’re not to admit you were there. I’ll speak to your cousin when she gets home. Hopefully,
         there’ll be no more trouble about this.’
      

      
      Rory shrugged uncertainly. ‘You make it sound like it was my fault, somehow.’

      
      ‘If it was, Rorin lad, then we’re in way more trouble than your cousin turning tricks.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      Warak smiled at him sympathetically. ‘I know you don’t, Rorin, but that’s all right. You just forget about flying anvils and
         what your poor cousin is up to, eh? In the meantime, I’ll write a letter to your cousin in Hythria.’
      

      
      ‘The rich one?’ Rory asked, humouring the old man. Patria might think his stories wild and unbelievable, but they were often
         the only escape Rory had from the drudgery of his existence and he wasn’t quite as ready to dismiss them as flights of fancy.
      

      
      ‘Aye,’ the old sailor agreed.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because if what I think happened tonight is true,’ the old man replied, ‘you may need to get out of Fardohnya.’

      
      That night, several weeks ago, still burned in Rory’s brain as if it had happened yesterday. Patria had come home a few hours
         later with tales of the unexplained death of a sailor in an alley off Victory Parade as if she was just repeating gossip and
         not intimately involved in the incident. The manner of his death had everyone talking, too. He’d been hit with an anvil, they
         claimed, and it had taken three men to lift it back into place. Already there were rumours flying through the slums, claiming
         the anvil could only have been moved by magic. Patria studiously avoided Rory’s eye whenever the subject came up and refused to discuss the matter.
      

      
      Rory had listened to her tale and then looked at his grandfather questioningly, but the old man shook his head and warned
         the boy to silence. It was their little secret. They had to wait, Rory knew, until they had an answer from his cousin in Hythria,
         because if the rumours were true, and he really had moved that anvil by magic, then the only chance he had of getting out
         of Talabar, out of Fardohnya, before someone discovered his ability, was if some girl in Hythria that he’d never even met
         agreed to send the money for his passage.
      

      
      Rory wasn’t nearly so dubious about his grandfather’s stories any more. If he could accidentally throw an anvil through a
         wall with his mind, then the stories of their family having a Harshini ancestor might not be so silly, after all. And if that
         was true, what was to say all the other stories Warak Mariner told them weren’t just as real?
      

      
      And if they were real, if Rory really had inherited some sort of magical ability, it made him more than just an object of
         suspicion.
      

      
      It made him guilty of murder.
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      Of all the debts her mother had left Luciena, the largest was the mortgage on the house, a sum of some one hundred and eighty
         thousand gold rivets. The debt itself was bad enough. What made it intolerable was she’d be lucky if the property was worth
         half that, so even selling it wouldn’t get her out of trouble.
      

      
      And just to make matters worse, the money was owed to the most notorious moneylender in Greenharbour, Ameel Parkesh.

      
      Ameel Parkesh was the sort of moneylender respectable people didn’t do business with and, for the life of her, Luciena couldn’t
         understand why her mother had been dealing with the man. Luciena’s father had left them with a healthy stipend. He’d arranged
         for his daughter and her court’esa mother to be kept in the manner they had become accustomed to while he was alive. Even Princess Marla, although she’d stolen
         the rest of Jarvan Mariner’s fortune the moment he drew his last breath, hadn’t attempted to interfere with the arrangements.
      

      
      Or had she?

      
      Perhaps that’s why the money had dried up? Perhaps they were in debt because her mother hadn’t wanted to tell her the truth?
         Perhaps that scheming bitch at the palace had decided she wanted it all, and even the relatively small amount it took to keep Luciena and her mother housed, clothed and fed had become too much
         of a temptation? Was that what had prompted the sudden invitation to the palace? Was Marla finally asking to meet with Luciena
         just so she could gloat?
      

      
      There was really only one way to find out, so Luciena set out on foot for the financial district of town, several days after
         her visit from Lieutenant Taranger and the Palace Guard, to visit her father’s business manager, Farlian Kell. She allowed
         herself a private smile of triumph as she pushed through the crowded streets, wondering what Princess Marla’s reaction had
         been when her lackey had delivered Luciena’s message. She had visions of the princess in a towering rage, smashing priceless
         pieces of Walsark porcelain in her fury when she learned that even though she controlled almost unlimited wealth and probably
         most of Hythria, she had no power over the common, baseborn daughter of a slave.
      

      
      Serves her right, Luciena thought. Let her see what it feels like to have all her illusions shattered.
      

      
      It took Luciena the better part of the morning to reach the financial district and then another hour of waiting around before
         she was allowed in to see Farlian Kell. He had never kept her waiting before and she was hot, sticky and quite out of sorts
         by the time she was shown into his presence.
      

      
      The old man rose to his feet as she entered the room, clearly suffering from the gout that had plagued him for much of his
         adult life – certainly as long as Luciena had known him. He smiled wanly and bade her take a seat, before lowering himself
         back down to his own seat and lifting his swollen foot onto the padded footstool under the desk.
      

      
      ‘This is a pleasant surprise,’ he said, as he shifted his foot into a more comfortable position. ‘I didn’t really expect to see you so soon, Luciena. Shouldn’t you still be in mourning?’
      

      
      ‘I am in mourning, Master Kell,’ she said. ‘Mostly for my inheritance.’

      
      Farlian seemed a little put out by her tone. ‘Is there a problem? Surely, anything your mother had was left to you? I know
         your father made excellent provision for you.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s the problem, you see. My mother had nothing. If my father left me anything, I see no sign of it.’

      
      Farlian shook his head. ‘That’s not possible.’

      
      ‘Not only is it possible, it’s happened. My inheritance is substantial, Master Kell. The problem is, I owe it, rather than
         having it owed to me.’
      

      
      ‘But how could this happen?’ Farlian asked, clearly confused. ‘There was more than enough put aside for your living expenses.’

      
      ‘I was hoping you could tell me,’ Luciena replied. ‘I thought maybe Princess Marla decided to—’

      
      ‘Absolutely not!’ Farlian declared emphatically.

      
      ‘How can you be so sure? You said yourself, the monthly stipend my father left us was more than enough to cover our expenses.
         Yet according to the household accounts, two years ago the stipend simply ceased. We’ve been living on borrowed money ever
         since.’
      

      
      ‘Then it must have something to do with your mother’s investments, Luciena,’ Farlian told her. ‘I can promise you, Princess
         Marla has never once attempted to interfere in the provision of your upkeep.’
      

      
      ‘What investments?’ Luciena scoffed. ‘My mother was a court’esa, Master Kell. She knew about keeping a man satisfied and she was a very proficient linguist, but she had no notion of finances
         and certainly no clue about investing money.’
      

      
      ‘Be that as it may,’ Farlian shrugged, ‘she obviously fancied herself a little more knowledgeable about money than you give her credit for.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean, Luciena, the monthly stipend your father left you stopped two years ago because your mother asked for the remaining
         money to be paid in a lump sum. She said she had some investments she wanted to make and believed the return on her money
         would be significantly more than the allowance your father had left her to run the household.’
      

      
      ‘And you just gave her the money?’ Luciena gasped, appalled her mother had been able to ask such a boon. And, what was worse,
         had been given it.
      

      
      ‘Your mother was very determined, Luciena.’

      
      ‘But she was a slave! Surely it’s illegal to hand that sort of money over to a slave?’

      
      ‘Normally, yes,’ Farlian agreed. ‘But your father had specifically granted her control over your stipend in his will, to allow
         her to maintain your house and provide for you. I certainly couldn’t have given her any other money, but there was nothing
         to stop her taking what was legally left in her care.’ He sighed, seeming to take pity on her. ‘Is there nothing in the accounts
         indicating the type of investments your mother made?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ Luciena sighed, shaking her head. ‘Just debts. Even the house is mortgaged to Ameel Parkesh.’

      
      ‘I wish I could help, my dear. Parkesh is not a man to be trifled with.’

      
      ‘Is there some way of borrowing the money?’ she asked, beginning to feel truly desperate. ‘I could pay it back, Master Kell.
         You know me to be a woman of my word. I could find work … I could work here, for that matter, to clear the debt, if need be.
         You know I have a head for figures.’
      

      
      ‘How much do you need?’

      
      ‘One hundred and eighty thousand gold rivets. And that’s just to clear the debt on the house.’

      
      The old man shook his head, clearly sympathetic, but powerless. ‘I can’t loan you that sort of money, Luciena. Not without
         going to Princess Marla for permission.’
      

      
      She sat back in her chair, the bitter taste of defeat on her lips. ‘Princess bloody Marla. It always comes back to her, doesn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps if you explained your dilemma to her—’

      
      ‘I’d rather sell myself into slavery than accept help from that woman.’

      
      Farlian was obviously puzzled by her attitude. ‘Has her highness done something to you, Luciena?’

      
      ‘On the contrary, Master Kell,’ she corrected, rising to her feet. ‘She’s done nothing. Nothing at all. That’s the problem.
         Thank you for your time.’
      

      
      She turned to leave, but Farlian’s voice stopped her at the door. ‘You should go and see her, you know.’

      
      Luciena glanced over her shoulder at him. ‘The only thing I have left is my pride, Master Kell. I’m not going to sell that
         just to get out of debt.’
      

      
      ‘Pride won’t keep you fed, lass. And it won’t put a roof over your head.’

      
      ‘No,’ she agreed bitterly. ‘But it will allow me to sleep at night, even if I am sleeping in the streets.’
      

      
      If Farlian Kell had an answer for that, Luciena didn’t wait around to hear it. She closed the door on him and strode past
         the rows of scribes and secretaries in the outer office with her head held high, looking neither left nor right. It wasn’t
         until she was back out in the street, now deserted as the midday heat drove everyone indoors for a time, that she allowed
         the tears to blur her vision. She turned and headed in the direction of the house that she would, very soon, no longer be
         able to call home.
      

      
      Luciena was three streets away from the house when she remembered she wasn’t the only one with problems. No matter how desperate
         her own situation seemed, she had a cousin in Talabar in far worse trouble. Although she wasn’t able to explain it to Aleesha, Luciena didn’t have much in the
         way of family and it seemed a crime to turn her back on the one cousin she knew of. Assuming, of course, her uncle’s letter
         wasn’t just a very clever ruse to extort money from her, as her slave suspected.
      

      
      Still, you can’t get blood out of a stone, Luciena reminded herself, thinking Warak Mariner sorely misinformed if he thought there was any of the Mariner money left
         for his niece to squander. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t try to help. Rory had exhibited signs of magical talent and Warak
         wanted money to send him to the Sorcerers’ Collective in Greenharbour.
      

      
      Maybe, if Luciena couldn’t help him, the High Arrion could.

      
      Luciena didn’t even get past the gates of the Sorcerers’ Collective before they turned her away, not in the slightest bit
         interested in her tale about her magically gifted cousin in distant Talabar. Infuriated, although not really surprised, by
         the Collective’s careless dismissal of her petition, footsore, weary and bowed down by the weight of her problems, it was
         midafternoon before Luciena turned into the street where she lived, only to find the day had just plunged from bad to infinitely
         worse. Parked outside the house was a litter with four muscular slaves leaning against the outer wall of the house, making
         the most of what little shade there was on the street.
      

      
      ‘Whose litter is this?’ she demanded of the nearest bearer as she approached the door.

      
      ‘Master Parkesh’s,’ the slave informed her in a bored voice. He didn’t bother to stand up straight or even offer a ‘my lady’.
         His insolence scared Luciena. These men knew she was only one unpaid debt away from joining their ranks.
      

      
      Luciena pushed the door open and hurried through the tiled foyer and into the reception hall. There was no sign of Aleesha
         but there were two men in the hall, one of whom clutched a wax tablet and seemed to be reporting to the other on the various
         vintages stored in the cellar.
      

      
      ‘Which one of you is Ameel Parkesh?’ she demanded, her depression rapidly turning to anger. Clearly, they had been taking
         an inventory of the remaining contents of the house. How dare these men come in here and start cataloguing her possessions!
      

      
      ‘I am,’ the taller of the two men answered, as they both turned to look at her. He was a thin man, with a goatee beard and
         a heavy gold earring in his left lobe. His vest was embroidered and sleeveless, revealing powerful arms that undoubtedly got
         that way by beating defaulting debtors to a pulp. He dismissed the clerk with a wave of his arm and smiled as Luciena approached.
         ‘And you must be the lovely Katira Keyne’s daughter. I’m delighted to see you didn’t take after your father in looks, Luciena.
         He was an ugly old bastard.’
      

      
      ‘Where is my slave?’

      
      ‘The chubby one? Ran out of here howling as soon as we arrived. She was yelling something about going for help.’ He smiled
         coldly and looked around. ‘Can’t see she’s had much luck so far.’
      

      
      ‘Get out of my house.’

      
      Parkesh seemed amused rather than intimidated by her order. ‘Don’t you mean my house?’
      

      
      ‘It will be your house, Master Parkesh, if and when I default on the debt. As I believe the debt is not due to be settled until the end of the week, you have no right to be
         here.’
      

      
      ‘You have my money then?’ he asked with a raised brow.

      
      ‘We’ll discuss that at the end of the week.’

      
      He took a step closer to her. She could smell the sweat on him, the leather of his vest, and the faint hint of olive oil he
         used to slick back his hair. She hoped he couldn’t smell her fear just as easily. ‘And what shall we do with you, my dear,
         if you can’t pay me?’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure we can come to some sort of arrangement,’ she replied, wishing even as she uttered the words that she hadn’t.

      
      Parkesh smiled and reached out to run his finger gently down the side of her face. ‘Oh, I’m quite sure we can come to an arrangement, Luciena.’
      

      
      ‘I was referring to some sort of financial agreement,’ she snapped, jerking her head away from his touch.
      

      
      ‘So was I,’ he chuckled. ‘Did your mother teach you all the skills she was so famous for, I wonder? I hear she could make a man lose his load just by blowing in his ear.’
      

      
      ‘I am a free woman, sir, not a court’esa,’ she reminded him stiffly, dismayed by his insinuation, although hardly surprised. Luciena knew well the few options left
         open to her if she defaulted on this debt.
      

      
      What were you thinking, Mama, to leave me in this mess? What did you do with that damned money?

      
      ‘You’re Katira Keyne’s daughter,’ Parkesh replied.

      
      This time, he ran his hand along her throat and then down towards her breasts, his fingers leaving a greasy mark on her sweaty
         skin. Determined not to flinch, determined not to give this man any reason to think she feared him, she held her ground and
         pretended she didn’t notice.
      

      
      ‘In her heyday, your mother was the most sought-after court’esa in all of Hythria,’ he added, moving even closer. His breath was hot and rank and all Luciena wanted to do was run away screaming.
         But fear as much as pride kept her rooted to the spot. There was no point in screaming anyway. She was alone in the house.
         Even Aleesha was gone and Luciena didn’t know what would happen if she rejected this man. He literally held the power of life and death over her. ‘That’s why she was Jarvan Mariner’s mistress, you know,’
         he told her, his lips hovering over hers. ‘He was the only one in the whole damned country who could afford her.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I hope you’ll not be too disappointed that you’ve missed out on both the mother and the daughter.’
      

      
      Ameel’s head jerked up at the unexpected voice. Luciena nearly collapsed from relief as he pushed her aside. She turned to
         discover a Palace Guardsman standing in the doorway. Aleesha stood next him, her hands on her hips, looking terribly smug.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ Ameel demanded. As the officer stepped into the room, Luciena realised it was the same young man who had delivered
         Princess Marla’s invitation the other day.
      

      
      ‘I am Xanda Taranger. And you, sir, are trespassing.’

      
      ‘I own this place,’ the moneylender announced. ‘You’re the trespasser here, boy.’

      
      The lieutenant snapped his fingers. Immediately the room began to fill with Palace Guardsmen. More of them ran up the stairs
         behind him to check the upper levels of the house. There seemed to be scores of them. How had Aleesha managed to get them
         here?
      

      
      And why, of all the people in the entire world she could have called on for help, did she go running to the damned Palace
            Guard?

      
      ‘You own this house, do you?’ the young man remarked, pulling off his gauntlets as he stepped further into the hall. ‘Then
         you must be part of the plot.’
      

      
      Ameel Parkesh looked uncertain for the first time. ‘Plot? What plot?’
      

      
      ‘The plot to assassinate the High Prince that I’ve just discovered going on here. My informants tell me this house is the
         hub of the whole conspiracy. If you own it, Master Parkesh, then I can only assume you are one of the ringleaders.’ He turned and waved a couple more of his men forward. ‘Arrest this man on charges of treason and plotting
         to assassinate the High Prince.’
      

      
      ‘This is absurd!’ Parkesh protested, as the guards closed in on him. ‘You’re making this up! There is no plot!’

      
      ‘There is if I say there is,’ Lieutenant Taranger insisted. ‘And it’ll be your word against mine.’ He was only a few steps
         away from Ameel now. He stopped and leaned forward a little, adding, ‘Care to wager on who the High Prince is more likely
         to believe if I tell him I’ve uncovered a conspiracy?’
      

      
      To Luciena’s astonishment, Ameel Parkesh held his hands up in defeat. ‘All right! You win. For now.’

      
      Xanda Taranger smiled. ‘Perhaps your involvement in this heinous plot against the High Prince deserves a little more investigation
         after all,’ he conceded. ‘Let him go.’
      

      
      The soldiers stood back as Ameel straightened his vest angrily and then glared at Luciena. ‘Your friends at the palace can’t
         protect you against what’s legally mine, Luciena Mariner,’ he warned. ‘You have that money by the end of the week or this
         house and everything in it is mine. And trust me, I do mean everything.’
      

      
      ‘Sergeant, escort Master Parkesh off the premises, please.’

      
      Parkesh shook off the sergeant and strode out of the hall without another word, although he did stop as he passed Xanda Taranger
         and made some comment that Luciena couldn’t hear. Then he left the house, the hollow boom of the door slamming shut announcing
         that, for the moment at least, she was safe.
      

      
      Luciena felt faint. Aleesha ran to her but she shook her off, trembling so hard she was afraid she might fall. But she was
         determined not to let her tears of relief at her narrow escape be witnessed by anybody, least of all some lackey in the pay
         of Marla Wolfblade.
      

      
      ‘Luciena …’

      
      ‘Leave me alone, Aleesha,’ she said. Pushing past the slave, Luciena ran from the hall and out into the courtyard where nobody
         could see her give in to the overwhelming despair that threatened to bring her completely undone.
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      Luciena looked up and hurriedly wiped her eyes as the young officer stopped in front of her. She was hiding in the small grotto
         dedicated to Kalianah that her mother had loved so well. The grotto was screened by a tall hedge but the courtyard wasn’t
         that large. It wouldn’t have taken much effort to find her.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Miss Mariner?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I’ll be fine,’ she snapped, and then smiled weakly to soften her words. This young man really didn’t deserve such anger.
         She was angry with herself mostly – and the fact that she had needed saving in the first place. ‘Really, Lieutenant, I am.’
      

      
      Without asking her permission, he took a seat beside her on the marble bench. ‘Ameel Parkesh won’t be back to bother you.’

      
      She snorted sceptically at his optimism. ‘Your arrival was timely, I’ll grant you, but I don’t think you’ve scared him off
         for long.’
      

      
      ‘You misunderstand me,’ the young officer explained. ‘Ameel Parkesh won’t be back because he has no reason to bother you any
         longer. By now, Princess Marla has taken over the debt on your house. You no longer owe him anything.’
      

      
      Beyond surprise, Luciena shook her head and sighed with resignation. ‘So I’m delivered from the clutches of one ruthless despot
         and into the hands of another.’
      

      
      ‘Ruthless despot?’ he repeated with a puzzled look. ‘What has Princess Marla ever done to you, Luciena, to engender such feelings? You don’t
         even know her, yet you seem to have this insane notion that she’s some sort of evil-spawned monster whose sole purpose in
         life is to torment you. Why?’
      

      
      ‘Why do you care?’

      
      ‘She’s my aunt.’

      
      Luciena stared at him in surprise. ‘But you’re not a Wolfblade, are you?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘My mother was Darilyn Taranger, the sister of Laran Krakenshield, Princess Marla’s first husband.’

      
      Ameel Parkesh’s inexplicable capitulation suddenly made sense. Care to wager on who the High Prince is more likely to believe if I tell him I’ve uncovered a conspiracy? What Xanda Taranger was really saying to the moneylender was: Who do you think the High Prince will believe – a common-born moneylender or his sister’s nephew? No wonder Parkesh had given in so easily.
      

      
      ‘You’ve met the princess, I suppose?’

      
      ‘Well, of course.’

      
      ‘And doesn’t she strike you as being manipulative and cold?’

      
      ‘Certainly not!’

      
      Luciena rose to her feet and glared down at the young man, angered by his irrational defence of someone so heartless and cruel.
         She was angry that Princess Marla had paid her debt, too. She was now effectively a slave to the princess, just as she would
         have been Ameel’s slave if she’d defaulted on him. Suddenly, the moneylender didn’t seem so awful. At least, with him, she’d
         know when the rape was over. This way, she might be paying for the rest of her life.
      

      
      ‘Princess Marla left us to starve, Lieutenant. Your precious aunt married my father, stole his fortune and left my mother
         no choice but to borrow money from men like Ameel Parkesh, just so we could eat. She promised my father the world when she
         married him. She promised I’d be adopted into her family. That I’d have a family. But she lied. She waited until he died and then turned her back on every promise she made. That’s the real Princess Marla. The one you don’t see across the dining table.’
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