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      To utter a sound would cost him his life. If Crys was in danger; if he couldn’t see that Lady Alija would never allow a court’esa to live when he could testify to her direct involvement in the assassination of Ronan Dell – well, brother or not, Elezaar
         had no intention of sharing that danger with him. Besides, the man may simply have been moving his hand to a more comfortable
         position …
      

      The captain’s blade took Crys without warning. Elezaar’s brother didn’t even have time to cry out. The soldier drove the dagger
         up under the slave’s rib cage and into his heart with businesslike efficiency. Elezaar bit down on his lip so hard it bled
         and turned his face to the wall, unable to watch something he had known was coming and had been powerless to prevent. He heard,
         rather than saw, Crys fall. Heard the creak of leather as the captain bent over to check that Crys was dead; heard the fading
         stamp of booted feet and the scrape of sandals against the polished floors as the soldiers retreated, dragging Crysander’s
         body behind them.
      

      Elezaar stayed facing the wall for a long, long time.

      It was dusk before Elezaar found the courage to move.
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and, as always, 
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      PART I

      THE END OF 
INNOCENCE
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      It was always messy, cleaning up after a murder. There was more than just blood to be washed off the tiles. There were all
         those awkward loose ends to be taken care of – alibis to be established, traitors to be paid off, witnesses to be silenced
         …
      

      
      And that, Elezaar knew, was the problem. He’d just witnessed a murder.

      
      A slight, humid breeze ruffled the curtain in the alcove where the dwarf was hiding, the tiled floors of the mansion echoing
         to the sound of booted feet. The faint, fishy smell of the harbour lingered on the wind, rank and uninviting. Or perhaps it
         wasn’t the nearby bay Elezaar could smell. Maybe the decay he smelled was here. Maybe the swords of his master’s killers had
         opened a vein somewhere and the stench came from the moral decay that seeped from the very walls of this house and permeated
         everything it touched.
      

      
      Still trembling at the narrowness of his escape, Elezaar moved the curtain a fraction and looked into the room. His master’s
         corpse lay across the blood-soaked silken sheets, his head almost severed by the savage blow which had ended his life. On
         the floor at his feet lay another body. A slave. She was so new to the household Elezaar hadn’t even had time to learn her name. She was only twelve or thirteen; her slender, broken body in the first bloom of womanhood.
         Or it had been. The master liked them like that – young, nubile and terrified. Elezaar had lost count of the number of girls
         like her he had seen led into this opulently decorated chamber of horrors. He’d listened to their screams, night after night,
         playing his lyre with desperate determination; he provided the background music to their torment, shutting out their cries
         for mercy …
      

      
      This was no subtle assassination, the dwarf decided in a conscious effort to block the memories. This was blatant. Done in
         broad daylight. An open challenge to the High Prince.
      

      
      Not that the attack was entirely unexpected. Elezaar’s master, Ronan Dell, was one of the High Prince’s closest friends –
         assuming you could call their bizarre, often volatile relationship ‘friendship’. In Elezaar’s opinion, his master and the
         High Prince shared a passion for perversion and for other people’s pain rather than any great affection for each other. There
         were few in Greenharbour who would lament the death of Ronan Dell. No slave in his household would miss him, Elezaar could
         well attest to that. But even if the slaves of Lord Ronan’s house stood by and cheered the men who had stormed the mansion
         – was it only an hour ago? – their change of allegiance would do them little good. Slaves, even expensive, exotic creatures
         like Elezaar, were too dangerous to keep alive.
      

      
      Particularly when they could bear witness to an assassination.

      
      Wiping his sweaty palms on his trousers, Elezaar stepped out of the alcove and made his way cautiously through the chaos of
         shredded bedding and broken glass to the door. He opened it a fraction and peered out. But for a toppled pedestal and a shattered
         vase, the hall was deserted, but there were still soldiers in the house. He could hear their distant shouts as they hunted down the last of the household staff.
      

      
      Elezaar waited in the doorway, torn with indecision. Should he stay here, out of sight? Out of harm’s way? Or should he venture
         out into the halls? Should he see if he could find anybody left alive? Perhaps the assassins had orders to spare the innocent.
         The dwarf smiled sourly. He might as well imagine the killers had orders to set them all free, as imagine there was any chance
         the slaves of the house would be spared.
      

      
      Perhaps, Elezaar thought, I should stay here, after all. Maybe the soldiers won’t torch the place when they’re done. Maybe he could escape. Maybe Crys had found somewhere to hide. With their master dead, perhaps there was a chance to be truly
         free? If everyone thought Crysander the court’esa and Elezaar the dwarf had perished in the slaughter …
      

      
      I have to get out of here. I have to find Crys.
      

      
      Elezaar froze at the sound of footsteps in the hall, hurried yet fearless. He shrank back against the wall, holding his breath,
         his view of the hall beyond shrinking to a slit as he waited for the danger to pass. A figure moved in his limited field of
         vision. His heart clenched …
      

      
      And then he almost cried with relief when he realised who it was.

      
      ‘Crys!’

      
      The tall court’esa turned as the dwarf called out to him in a loud hiss.
      

      
      ‘Elezaar?’
      

      
      ‘Thank the gods you’re still alive!’ Elezaar cried, looking up and down the hall furtively as he emerged from behind the door.

      
      ‘It’s a miracle you’re still alive,’ Crys replied, apparently unconcerned about the danger he might be in. ‘How did you get away?’
      

      
      ‘I’m small and ugly, Crys. People either don’t see me or they think I’m stupid. How come you were spared?’
      

      
      For a moment, Crys didn’t reply. Elezaar looked up at him curiously. The brothers had always been close, even though their
         status as slaves had seen them separated more often than not since childhood. In fact, this was the first household they had
         ever served in together. Both played down the relationship, however. It didn’t do to give a master any more leverage over
         you than he already had; particularly a master like Ronan Dell. Crysander was such a handsome young man, with his dark eyes
         and long dark hair. He was also blessed (or cursed) with the slender type of physique that so appealed to masters who wanted
         their slaves to have all the skills of a well-trained court’esa and yet still manage to give the impression they were an adolescent boy. Crys had suffered much in Ronan Dell’s service;
         almost as much as Elezaar. But in different ways. And for different reasons.
      

      
      The young man glanced down at Elezaar, smiling apologetically as he saw the dawning light of comprehension on the dwarf’s
         face. Elezaar stifled a gasp. No wonder Crys looks so unafraid. He wasn’t in any danger from the assassins. He’s one of them.
      

      
      ‘You betrayed my master.’ It wasn’t a question, or even an accusation. It was a statement. A simple fact.

      
      ‘Not at all,’ Crys said. ‘I’ve been faithful to our master all along.’

      
      Elezaar suddenly remembered the breastplates of the soldiers who burst into Ronan Dell’s bedroom. The eagle crest of Dregian
         Province. He’d not had time in all the excitement to think about it before.
      

      
      ‘We belonged to Ronan Dell, Crys.’

      
      ‘You belonged to the House of Dell, Elezaar. I have always belonged to the House of Eaglespike.’
      

      
      ‘And how does the old saying go? Beware an Eaglespike bearing gifts?’ Elezaar stopped abruptly as the sound of footsteps grew louder. ‘We must find a better place to hide!’
      

      
      ‘There’s really no need—’ Crys began, but before he could finish, a troop of soldiers rounded the corner. Elezaar began to
         panic, wondering if there was any point trying to make a run for it. There wasn’t, he realised quickly. Crys might escape
         but with his short, stumpy legs, the soldiers would run him down in a few steps. The dwarf glanced up at Crys again, but the
         young man seemed unafraid. He simply shoved Elezaar back into the room, out of sight, then turned to the captain of the troop
         as the invaders approached. His heart pounding, Elezaar leaned against the wall, wondering how long it would be before he
         was caught. Crys might betray him in some misguided attempt to prove his loyalty to Lady Alija. Crys might betray him to save
         his own neck.
      

      
      Or he might not. He was, after all, Elezaar’s brother.

      
      ‘Did you find them all?’ Crys asked as the soldiers stopped in front of him.

      
      Elezaar’s heart was hammering so hard, he was sure they must be able to hear it in the hall. Through the slit in the doorway,
         he watched the officer in the lead sheathing his sword as he neared Crys.
      

      
      ‘Thirty-seven slaves,’ the man confirmed. ‘All dead. There should be thirty-eight, counting the dwarf. We didn’t find him.’

      
      ‘And you won’t,’ Crys told them. ‘He’s long gone.’

      
      ‘My lady wanted nobody left alive,’ the captain reminded him.

      
      ‘No credible witnesses,’ Crys corrected. ‘The Fool could stand on a table at the ball tonight in the High Prince’s palace,
         shouting out what he’d seen here, and nobody would believe him. You needn’t worry about the dwarf.’
      

      
      The soldier looked doubtful, but Elezaar guessed they were running out of time. And it was easy to believe some strange-looking, half-witted dwarf was too stupid to bear witness to their crimes. Assuming he even survived long on the streets
         of the city.
      

      
      ‘I suppose,’ the captain agreed doubtfully. ‘What about you?’

      
      Crys shrugged. ‘My fate has been arranged for days. I’ve been sold. With the Feast of Kaelarn Ball going on at the palace
         tonight, by the time your handiwork has been discovered, I will have been safely under lock and key at Venira’s Emporium for
         hours.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’re done here,’ the captain agreed, his hand moving from the hilt of his sword to the dagger at his belt. Elezaar
         saw the movement – he was eye-level with the captain’s waist – and opened his mouth to cry out a warning …
      

      
      Then he clamped it shut again. To utter a sound would cost him his life. If Crys was in danger; if he couldn’t see that Lady
         Alija would never allow a court’esa to live when he could testify to her direct involvement in the assassination of Ronan Dell – well, brother or not, Elezaar
         had no intention of sharing that danger with him. Besides, the man may simply have been moving his hand to a more comfortable
         position …
      

      
      The captain’s blade took Crys without warning. Elezaar’s brother didn’t even have time to cry out. The soldier drove the dagger
         up under the slave’s rib cage and into his heart with businesslike efficiency. Elezaar bit down on his lip so hard it bled
         and turned his face to the wall, unable to watch something he had known was coming and had been powerless to prevent. He heard,
         rather than saw, Crys fall. Heard the creak of leather as the captain bent over to check that Crys was dead; heard the fading
         stamp of booted feet and the scrape of sandals against the polished floors as the soldiers retreated, dragging Crysander’s
         body behind them.
      

      
      Elezaar stayed facing the wall for a long, long time.

      
      * * *

      
      It was dusk before Elezaar found the courage to move. In that time, the room full of death where he waited had filled with
         the buzz of hungry flies, attracted to the feast laid out for them.
      

      
      Immobilised by fear though he was, Elezaar had not wasted his time. His body was still but his mind had been racing, formulating
         and then discarding one plan after another.
      

      
      The first thing he had to do was find somewhere safe, and for a court’esa bonded to a house that had just been wiped out, that was not going to be easy. The slave collar he wore would betray him
         if he tried to flee into the city. Even if Elezaar could find refuge among the homeless and the unwanted on Greenharbour’s
         streets, they were too hungry and too desperate to shelter him for long. Particularly if there was a profit to be made by
         turning him in.
      

      
      No. If he wanted to survive this, he needed protection. And Elezaar intended to survive this. He had a score to settle. His
         brother may have been a misguided fool, thinking he could betray one master for another, but his life had been worth more
         than a swift knife to the belly, just to keep him quiet.
      

      
      Protection. That was what Elezaar needed. But who would protect a slave? More to the point, who would protect a Loronged court’esa? A dwarf court’esa at that?
      

      
      Someone who will profit from it, Elezaar realised. What had Crys told the captain? My fate has been arranged for days. I’ve been sold. With the Feast of Kaelarn Ball going on at the palace tonight, by the
            time your handiwork has been discovered, I will have been safely under lock and key at Venira’s Emporium for hours.
      

      
      Elezaar finally found the courage to move.

      
      Venira. The slave trader, he thought, as he opened the door. He stopped and looked down at Crys’s blood pooled on the floor. Tears misted his vision
         for a moment. Elezaar wiped them away impatiently. He was too hardened to grieve for his brother. There was too much pain down that road. The dwarf
         looked away and forced himself to keep moving. It was almost dark. If he was caught on the streets alone after the slave curfew,
         he’d be in serious trouble. Or someone might come looking for Ronan Dell. He was expected at the ball tonight. The High Prince
         might send someone to fetch him if he didn’t show.
      

      
      And Venira’s slave emporium closed at sunset. If Elezaar couldn’t get to the slave quarter before the slaver left for the
         night, he ran the risk of a night in the streets, one he was quite certain he wouldn’t survive.
      

      
      Safety lay, Elezaar knew, with the slave trader. He’d already bought and paid for a Loronged court’esa from Ronan Dell. Elezaar would see that Venira got his merchandise. As arranged.
      

      
      Just not the court’esa he was expecting, that’s all.
      

   
      
      2

      
      
      
      From the balcony overlooking the great staircase of the Greenharbour Palace, you could see tomorrow. At least that was what
         Marla remembered thinking when she was a small child. That was back in the time she thought of as Before. Before, when everything
         was certain. Before, when she was safe. Before she was sent away. Before her father died.
      

      
      Before her brother became High Prince.

      
      But I’m back now, Marla thought with satisfaction, although her memories proved something of an exaggeration. You couldn’t see as far as tomorrow,
         but you could see right across the hall, and get a very nice view of the handsome and smartly dressed young men who had come for the ball
         this evening.
      

      
      The hall was massive. Sixteen glorious cut-crystal candelabra showered warm yellow light over the numerous guests as they
         arrived. The musicians in the corner were tuning their instruments. Bare-footed slaves hurried back and forth from the kitchens,
         piling the long tables with exotically displayed foods and countless flagons of fine imported Medalonian wines. Thirty-two
         fluted marble columns that looked as if they could support the weight of the entire world reached up towards the gilded ceiling
         that even here on the first-floor balcony was far above her.
      

      
      Marla pushed her hair off her face, wishing she had thought to tie it back before escaping from Lirena’s eagle-eyed care.
         Somewhere down there, amid the sea of faces, polished boots and slicked-down hair, was her future husband. She had no idea
         who he was just yet, but he was sure to present himself at some stage this evening. He was bound to be handsome, undoubtedly
         wealthy and, of course, the son of one of the many noble houses her brother would approve of. She sighed contentedly. Tonight
         was the start of something wonderful. This is the night destiny will step forward and offer me his hand …
      

      
      ‘Marla Wolfblade! What are you doing out here in your underclothes gawking like a fresh-bought slave?’

      
      With a last wistful look at the sparkling spectacle unfolding below, Marla turned to face her nurse. ‘I am not in my underclothes!’ she corrected. ‘This is a dressing gown. For goodness sake, stop fussing, Lirena! I just came down for a quick look. It won’t take me long to get dressed.’
      

      
      ‘Bah!’ the old woman scoffed. ‘Since when did you master the art of getting dressed in under an hour?’

      
      Marla looked up and down the wide balcony with a frown, hoping nobody had overheard the old nurse scolding her. It was so
         unfair that her aunt hadn’t given her a proper lady’s maid and quite embarrassing that she had come to the Convocation of
         the Warlords accompanied by her nanny. Marla understood things had been difficult lately. She knew the wealth of the Wolfblades
         had been devoured by her late father’s many (and ultimately futile) wars and their ongoing legacy. But surely there was enough
         left for her to be properly attended? Appearances, she knew well, frequently meant more than the facts.
      

      
      ‘You come away from there, my girl, before somebody sees you!’

      
      ‘Lirena, you must address me as “highness” while we’re here in Greenharbour!’ she hissed, although she did as she was ordered and moved back from the marble balustrade.
      

      
      ‘Then you come away from there, highness, before somebody sees you!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t take that tone with me!’

      
      ‘Don’t you take that uppity tone with me, missy!’ the old woman retorted with a disturbing lack of respect for her mistress’s rank. ‘You get back to your room right
         now, or you’ll be making your first official public appearance with a tanned backside. You’re not so old you can’t be taken
         over my knee to teach you some manners, you know.’
      

      
      Marla opened her mouth to object, and then clamped it shut as a door opened along the hall and three figures emerged, deep
         in conversation. She turned to Lirena in a panic, pulling her pale green gown tighter around her slight figure. The men walked
         toward them, engrossed in their discussion. The oldest of the three had closely cropped grey hair and wore the black robes
         of a sorcerer. The younger men were dressed in unremarkable dark trousers, boots and plain linen shirts which meant they were
         probably servants, she decided, dismissing them immediately as beneath her notice.
      

      
      The older man looked up and nodded to them politely, barely diverting his attention from what his young attendant was saying.
         Lirena curtsied as low as her old bones would permit as they passed. Marla followed suit, hoping her graceful (and much practised)
         curtsey, was sufficient. The sorcerer and his companions walked on for a few steps and then stopped suddenly. The grey-haired
         sorcerer turned back to study Marla with a quizzical eye.
      

      
      ‘You’re Lernen’s sister, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘I am the High Prince’s sister,’ she replied with another curtsey, and just the slightest emphasis on the ‘high’.
      

      
      ‘You look younger than I thought you would.’

      
      Marla swallowed down a moment of panic, wondering why this man would be thinking about her age – or anything to do with her for that matter. She smiled, hoping her expression
         was as sophisticated as she imagined it to be.
      

      
      ‘I am almost sixteen, my lord. I would hardly call that young.’
      

      
      The sorcerer studied her for a moment with dark, inscrutable eyes.

      
      ‘Almost sixteen? I do beg your pardon, your highness,’ he said with a faintly mocking smile she didn’t much care for. ‘Are you enjoying
         your return to Greenharbour?’
      

      
      In truth, Marla was quite overwhelmed by her sudden and unexpected removal from the quiet mountain retreat where she’d been
         hidden away for the past ten years, but she wasn’t going to admit it out loud to anybody. ‘It is a pleasant change of pace,
         my lord.’
      

      
      The sorcerer smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll find it even more so, once the party begins.’

      
      ‘Will I see you there, my lord?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Perhaps for a short while. Several thousand people crammed into a confined space isn’t my idea of a good time.
         But I’m sure Wrayan and Nash will find it entertaining.’
      

      
      Marla glanced at the young men. They were both staring at her, rather rudely in fact. The tall one was quite handsome, with
         thick brown hair and nice hazel eyes. In contrast to his companion, the other young man had laughing eyes and thick dark hair
         that Marla thought might be very nice to run her fingers through. The unexpected thought made her blush. But his smile seemed
         infectious and she couldn’t help but respond to it.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps you’ll be serving us,’ she said, in a generous attempt to give the poor lads some encouragement, although they didn’t
         really deserve it for gawking at her like that.
      

      
      ‘Wrayan is my apprentice, your highness, not my servant,’ the sorcerer informed her. ‘And this is Nashan Hawksword, son of the Warlord of Elasapine.’
      

      
      Lirena hissed softly in horror. Marla said nothing for a moment, hoping the balcony would open up and swallow her. When it
         refused to cooperate, she was forced to smile apologetically at the young men.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, my lords. I had no idea—’

      
      ‘There’s no need to apologise,’ Wrayan assured her generously. ‘I’m not wearing the robes of the Collective. It’s a common
         enough mistake to make.’
      

      
      Common enough for country rustics who don’t know any better, she wailed silently in despair. ‘I hope you took no offence, my lord. I mean, I … I didn’t really mean to imply that …’
         I’m babbling! Oh, the gods take me now!

      
      ‘I promise, Princess Marla, neither Wrayan nor I are offended,’ the Warlord’s son reassured her. He really was very handsome.
      

      
      ‘It’s my fault,’ the older man said. ‘I suppose I should have introduced myself and my companions before attacking you like
         a Karien inquisitor. I am Kagan Palenovar, and this, as you have already discovered, is my apprentice, Wrayan Lightfinger.
         And this is Nash Hawksword of Elasapine. And it is I who should be apologising, your highness. It’s just I’ve heard your name
         mentioned a great deal recently and I always like to put a face to a name.’
      

      
      Marla stiffened with alarm. Kagan Palenovar? The High Arrion himself? Why wasn’t he wearing his diamond pendant, so she could tell? Then she noticed the silver chain around his neck, the edge of the pendant denoting his rank hidden in the folds of his black
         robe. She swallowed the hard lump in her throat, nervously assuming what she hoped was an air of innocence. ‘I can think of
         no circumstance that would bring my name to the attention of the Sorcerers’ Collective, sir. I trust it was in a pleasant
         context?’
      

      
      Kagan seemed amused by her question. ‘I believe the discussion had something to do with an offer for your hand, your highness. As the most recent offer came from someone in whom
         I have a great deal of interest, I was curious about you, that’s all. Now, if you will excuse us, I have several things to
         take care of before the ball begins.’
      

      
      He bowed politely and, followed by his apprentice and the young lord, turned away, heading down the long hall until they were
         swallowed by the gathering darkness. Marla stared at their retreating backs, numb with shock.
      

      
      ‘Marla! Come on, lass! You’ve embarrassed yourself enough for one evening – standing here chatting to the High Arrion in your
         underwear.’
      

      
      ‘Did you hear what he said?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘He said he was discussing my betrothal. He said the young man in question was of great interest to him.’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      She turned to the nurse, eyes glittering with excitement. ‘Don’t you see, Lirena? He said the offer came from someone in whom he has a great deal of interest. Oh, by the gods, Lirena, do you think I’m going to marry a sorcerer?’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what he said, Marla.’

      
      ‘But what else could he mean? Wrayan is his apprentice, and sorcerers only ever take one apprentice at a time.’

      
      ‘Sorcerers don’t usually marry,’ Lirena pointed out.

      
      ‘Then he must have been talking about Nashan Hawksword.’ She smiled shrewdly, thinking there was an opportunity here she would
         be a fool to ignore. Marla was desperate not to be sent back to Highcastle. If everyone believed she was happy with the marriage
         her brother was negotiating on her behalf, the chances were good she would be allowed to stay in Greenharbour. A bit of enthusiasm
         might be prudent … She sighed dramatically. ‘His eyes, Lirena. Did you see his eyes? They were so blue …’
      

      
      ‘What I saw was a foolish girl standing in her underclothes chatting to the High Arrion like a common streetwalker,’ Lirena snapped. ‘And if that girl doesn’t get her backside straight
         back to her room this minute, she won’t be getting anything other than spanked.’
      

      
      Marla tossed her head and gathered up the folds of her dressing gown, refusing to dignify Lirena’s crass threats with a reply.
         She turned her back on the old slave and flounced along the hall to her room.
      

      
      I’m going to marry a Warlord.
      

      
      It couldn’t have been more perfect if she’d planned it herself. She would have a townhouse here in Greenharbour, she decided,
         and another in Byamor, the main seat of Elasapine. In Byamor she would no doubt reside in one of the vast, magnificent palaces
         belonging to the Hawkswords and have countless slaves to do everything for her, court’esa to amuse her, a sorcerer-bred horse that nobody would tell her she was too inexperienced to ride, and a handsome Warlord
         for a husband …
      

      
      I’m going to marry a Warlord. I’m going to marry a Warlord.
      

      
      She would have to write to her cousin back at Highcastle immediately. That horse-faced bitch, Ninane, would be green with
         envy. They didn’t let just anybody marry a Warlord. You had to be somebody and she was the only sister of the High Prince of Hythria, after all. One didn’t come much better credentialed than that. You had to be beautiful to marry, and clever, and sophisticated … all the things Marla hoped she was. She reached her room
         and ran straight to the mirror.
      

      
      Nashan Hawksword. Marla Hawksword. Lord and Lady Hawksword … it had such a nice ring to it.
      

      
      ‘Look, Lirena, already my skin is glowing with the first bloom of love!’

      
      ‘You’re red-faced from running up that damned hall,’ the old woman corrected crossly as she closed the door behind them. ‘Now
         you finish getting dressed, my girl, or you won’t be goin’ nowhere.’
      

      
      Marla smiled brightly, feeling suddenly generous toward her old nurse. She’ll be able to retire, once I’m married. I’ll see she’s given a small estate and enough to live on comfortably. I may even
            free her if she wants it. Lernen should be able to afford it now. With his only sister married to a house as powerful as the
            Hawkswords, the other Warlords will give him anything he wants. I will be a grand lady, with jewels, and carriages and all
            the power I want …
      

      
      Because I am the only sister of the High Prince of Hythria and I’m going to marry a Warlord.
      

   
      
      3

      
      
      
      Wrayan Lightfinger poured his master and the young lord of Elasapine a generous cup of wine each and crossed the sitting room
         of the High Arrion’s suite to hand the cups to them. Kagan was staring out of the window at the torch-lit dock, watching the
         guests’ barges wait their turn to tie up and disgorge their passengers. Lernen had treated everyone to a harbour cruise for
         the afternoon. Another extravagance he could ill afford, and probably done solely to impress his visitor from Fardohnya. The
         High Arrion took the cup and turned to look around his apartment. The rooms were sumptuous here in the High Prince’s palace.
         Every painting was a work of art, every piece of furniture crafted by a master. Kagan kept rooms here for convenience. His
         own palace was less than a mile away.
      

      
      ‘So, what did you think of the Princess Marla?’ Kagan asked his young companions.

      
      ‘I think I’m in love!’ Nash declared, accepting the wine from Wrayan. ‘She’s gorgeous.’

      
      ‘I’m not surprised Lernen’s been swamped with offers for her hand,’ Wrayan answered, much more careful of his opinion than
         Nash. Kagan rarely asked idle questions. Until he was sure why his master wanted his opinion, he would not elaborate further.
         In truth, Marla Wolfblade was quite simply the most stunning creature Wrayan had ever laid eyes on. In his mind’s eye, he could still see her standing out there
         on the balcony in her pale green dressing gown, as if by holding it so tightly closed she was protecting her virtue. He could
         still clearly picture her long blonde hair, tousled and in disarray, and her large blue eyes wide with excitement. She was
         funny too – all puffed up with her own self-importance, which did nothing but draw attention to her innocence.
      

      
      ‘You think she’s gorgeous, Nash?’ Kagan said, taking a sip of wine. ‘Now there’s an opinion you’d be wise to keep to yourself.
         Until she’s safely married, Lernen will treat anybody who even looks crosswise at his sister as a threat. The same goes for
         you, Wrayan.’
      

      
      Wrayan frowned. ‘He’s never treated me like a threat. For that matter, he actually made a pass at me once.’
      

      
      ‘Did he really?’ Nash chuckled. ‘I thought you’d be a bit old for the High Prince’s tastes, Wrayan.’

      
      Kagan wasn’t nearly so amused. ‘You sound like a Patriot, Nash.’

      
      ‘Well, you have to admit, the Patriot Faction does have a point. Our venerable High Prince Lernen really is a disgrace to
         his throne.’
      

      
      ‘And any attempt to unseat him would be treason,’ Wrayan reminded him.

      
      Nash looked unconcerned. ‘I didn’t say I supported the Patriots, necessarily. I just think they might have a point, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘Well, our High Prince’s rather disturbing sexual preferences notwithstanding,’ Kagan shrugged, ‘Marla has spent the last
         ten years safely out of sight at Highcastle. He’s never had a reason to feel threatened about her until now. But she’s reached
         a marriageable age and suddenly she’s the most valuable thing he owns.’ Kagan took a good swallow from his cup and frowned.
         ‘I foresee interesting times ahead.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, so now you think you’re a prophet, I suppose?’
      

      
      They all turned towards the unexpected voice. Lady Tesha Zorell stood at the door, as tall and effortlessly elegant as always,
         her long black formal sorcerer’s robes soaking up the lamplight as she moved. Ranked second only to Kagan in the Sorcerers’
         Collective, the Lower Arrion’s dark hair was arranged to perfection and she wore a look of vast disapproval.
      

      
      ‘Pity your newly discovered seer’s gift didn’t extend to the fate of Ronan Dell.’

      
      Wrayan looked at his master, wondering if Kagan had any idea what she was talking about.

      
      ‘Ronan Dell?’ Kagan repeated in confusion.

      
      ‘He’s dead.’

      
      ‘When?’ Nash asked in surprise.

      
      ‘Earlier today,’ Tesha informed them. ‘The assassins took out Ronan and every slave in the household. It was a real bloodbath,
         by all accounts. I’ll have one of those,’ she added, pointing to the wine Kagan held.
      

      
      Wrayan hurried to comply. Tesha Zorell was the second most important member of the Sorcerers’ Collective. Although not nearly
         as well connected as Kagan, what she lacked in family connections, she more than made up for by the sheer force of her personality.
         While not exactly afraid of her, neither was Wrayan anxious to incur her displeasure. He filled another cup and handed it
         to her with a small bow.
      

      
      ‘He even has manners,’ Tesha remarked, as she lowered herself gracefully onto the cushions without waiting for an invitation
         to be seated. ‘He certainly didn’t learn those from you, old man. Or that slimy little pervert, Lernen Wolfblade.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, sometimes they just pick these things up of their own accord,’ Kagan sighed. ‘I’m not sure where I went wrong.’

      
      ‘Do we know who was responsible for the assassination, my lady?’

      
      ‘I’m guessing someone in the Patriot Faction,’ Tesha suggested, sipping her wine. ‘Lord Ronan was a close friend of Lernen’s,
         after all. But with all the slaves dead, there’s not much chance of proving it.’
      

      
      Nash downed his wine in a swallow and handed the empty cup back to Wrayan. ‘Forgive me for being rude, but I really should
         be attending my father. He’ll want to know about this. You will excuse me, won’t you? Lord Palenovar? Lady Tesha?’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ the High Arrion replied. ‘And please give your father my regards.’ When Nash had bowed hastily and fled the room,
         the Lower Arrion faced the High Arrion with a suspicious frown.
      

      
      ‘Do I want to know why you seem to be so friendly with the only son of Charel Hawksword these days?’

      
      ‘Nash is Wrayan’s friend, Tesha. That I enjoy his company on occasion is simply a pleasant consequence of his acquaintance
         with my apprentice.’
      

      
      ‘And you still have one, I see. I’m astonished. I was certain you would have managed to dispose of him by now.’

      
      ‘He’s proving to be rather more resilient than I anticipated,’ Kagan replied with a shrug. ‘But never fear. I’m sure I’ll
         manage to get rid of him, eventually.’
      

      
      ‘Sooner, rather than later, I imagine,’ she said with a frown. Tesha sipped her wine and studied the High Arrion thoughtfully.
         ‘This is starting to get out of hand, Kagan.’
      

      
      ‘And what do you expect me to do about it?’

      
      ‘The factions are resorting to assassination to resolve their differences. You’re the High Arrion of the Sorcerers’ Collective.
         Don’t you think some of the responsibility is yours?’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t been idle, Tesha.’

      
      ‘Yes … I hear you’ve been meeting with Hablet of Fardohnya and the prince.’

      
      ‘High Prince,’ Kagan corrected, in a fair imitation of Marla. Wrayan was certain Tesha had no idea Kagan was mocking her.
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘And what?’

      
      ‘Don’t try my patience, old man. What happened?’

      
      ‘Hablet made an offer for Marla,’ he said.

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘It’s no great secret, my dear. The Fardohnyans want to stitch up the hole in the royal line they lost when Hythria first
         separated from Fardohnya twelve hundred years ago. Our venerable High Prince of Hythria, on the other hand, is flat broke,
         terrified of his own Warlords, under threat from a pretender who’s backed by an entire faction who opposes him – to the point
         where they’re openly murdering his friends – and he has no real desire to govern his country, particularly if it’s at war
         with his neighbour.’
      

      
      ‘Then Lernen will accept the offer?’

      
      ‘That remains to be seen.’

      
      Tesha took another thoughtful sip of wine. ‘Our influence in Fardohnya has been eroded considerably since Hablet took the
         throne. Perhaps you could arrange the release of those members of our order he imprisoned when he was crowned King.’
      

      
      ‘Well, don’t get too excited just yet. In his moments of sobriety, even Lernen can see the danger in the idea of his sister
         becoming queen of a neighbouring country that’s just as likely to turn on him without warning.’
      

      
      ‘Traditionally, the King of Fardohnya has no queen.’

      
      ‘Up ’til now.’

      
      ‘This could be the start of something very promising,’ Tesha decided. ‘You’ve done well, Kagan.’

      
      ‘Don’t thank me. Thank the gods Lernen has a sister of marriageable age. There won’t be any deals without that.’

      
      ‘Then you had best see she remains safe, hadn’t you?’

      
      ‘I’ll keep Marla safe and sound,’ he promised. ‘Just you make sure you keep an eye on the Warlords. And your dangerous little protégé, Alija Eaglespike.’
      

      
      ‘Are you implying Alija might have had something to do with the attack on Ronan Dell?’

      
      ‘I’m not implying anything, Tesha; I’m saying it outright.’

      
      Tesha shook her head. ‘You’re wrong.’

      
      ‘Without her pushing the notion of her husband as a viable alternative to the High Prince, the Patriot Faction would have
         no focus. They’re not going to be happy if they think Lernen has found a way to keep his throne.’
      

      
      Wrayan listened to the conversation with interest. In all the years Wrayan had been apprenticed to him, Kagan had done as
         little as possible to fulfil his duties as High Arrion and then only begrudgingly. He had continued to profess his abhorrence
         of all things political right up until the current High Prince, Lernen Wolfblade, ascended to the throne. Since then, Kagan
         had been acting just like a real High Arrion and Wrayan had been hard pressed to keep up with him.
      

      
      ‘I’m curious, Kagan, as to your sudden change of heart,’ Tesha said. ‘The last time I asked you to aid me in settling a dispute,
         you told me to …’ She hesitated and glanced at Wrayan before she continued. ‘Well, suffice to say, you suggested I perform
         an anatomically impossible feat upon myself.’
      

      
      ‘And how do you know it was anatomically impossible? Did you try it?’

      
      The Lower Arrion reddened with embarrassment. ‘Kagan, if you continue in this vein, I will move to have you expelled.’

      
      Kagan looked unimpressed by the threat. ‘You’d have me expelled for being crude? Here’s an idea! The Patriot Faction, led
         by the Warlord of Dregian Province and aided by his sorcerer wife – in direct contravention of our rules – is actively plotting
         to take the crown of the man we’re sworn to protect. Why not bring that up at the next Convocation?’
      

      
      ‘If we had a High Prince with half a brain, or even one located in his head rather than his nether regions, none of this would
         be happening, Kagan,’ Tesha pointed out testily. ‘The Patriots were nothing more than a clutch of whining old men until that
         pervert you’re so determined to prop up took the throne. And as you are his chief advisor—’
      

      
      ‘So it’s my fault Lernen is a useless prick? Fine! The Convocation of Warlords is only a few days away. Once we’ve confirmed Laran Krakenshield
         as the Warlord of Krakandar, I’ll have the High Prince declare war on his cousin in Dregian Province, shall I? We’ll find
         out who the Royalists and the Patriots are then, won’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous—’

      
      ‘Here’s a lesson for you, my young apprentice,’ Kagan cut in. ‘What the Lady Tesha is trying so hard not to say is that it
         doesn’t matter how dangerous the threat to the High Prince gets, the Convocation of Warlords wouldn’t lift a finger to stop
         the Patriots. Now why is that, do you think?’
      

      
      Wrayan knew it wasn’t a rhetorical question. Kagan rarely forced him to study, but he was always questioning him and his observations.
         It was the way Kagan liked to teach, which was to say he would rather not be teaching him at all.
      

      
      ‘Because damn near half of them have joined the Patriot Faction?’
      

      
      Kagan laughed aloud. Tesha wasn’t nearly so amused. ‘What are you teaching him, Kagan?’

      
      ‘As little as possible,’ Kagan admitted honestly. ‘I’m trying to make him learn for himself. It’s a lot less work for me and
         a lot better for him in the long run.’
      

      
      Tesha wasn’t really listening. Wrayan felt a tickle against his mind as she tried to probe his thoughts, but he shut her out with ridiculous ease. Kagan noticed the push too. Tesha was almost, but not quite, an Innate, which meant she was
         very good at giving the impression she had real magical talent, but didn’t have much skill when it came to actually putting
         it into action. Kagan, on the other hand, was a master of reading other people’s body language, which made many people think he was a magician when in fact, he had no magical talent at all. It was simply his quite astounding skills of observation.
      

      
      ‘You’ve not a chance of cracking that boy’s mind, Tesha,’ he laughed.
      

      
      ‘I know the boy’s potential, Kagan. It’s why the Collective sent him to you for training.’

      
      ‘And all this time I thought it was my charming personality.’

      
      Tesha rose to her feet and placed the empty wine cup on the low table. ‘It is times like this when I truly grieve the loss
         of the Harshini. It is a sorry state of affairs indeed, when the choice of apprentice-master for a boy of Wrayan’s ability
         is a lazy, cynical old fool.’ She lifted her chin and departed the room, her back straight and unrelenting.
      

      
      ‘Ages come and ages go,’ Kagan noted as he watched her leave, holding out his cup to Wrayan for a refill, ‘but that woman
         never changes.’
      

      
      ‘You couldn’t have felt anything. How did you know she was trying to probe my mind?’

      
      ‘She had that look on her face.’

      
      ‘What look?’

      
      ‘That constipated look of intense concentration she always gets when she thinks she’s using magic.’

      
      Wrayan shook his head in amazement. Even after all this time, he couldn’t quite believe Kagan could have such a level of disrespect
         for his peers and still get away with being their leader. ‘You really are a troublemaker, Kagan. You know that, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I do,’ the High Arrion sighed. ‘I am a bad, bad man. If they had a Troublemakers’ Collective I’d probably be High Arrion
         of that, too. Shall we go to the party and upset a few more important people?’
      

      
      Wrayan shook his head. Kagan was incorrigible. ‘What about Ronan Dell?’

      
      ‘What about him?’ Kagan shrugged.

      
      ‘Shouldn’t we be trying to find out who killed him?’

      
      ‘I know who killed him, Wrayan.’

      
      ‘Shouldn’t you be trying to prove it, then?’

      
      ‘Probably,’ the High Arrion conceded. ‘But right now, all I can think of is that the world is rid of a monster who preyed
         on the weak and the helpless, and fed the sick appetites of our esteemed High Prince. The world is well rid of him, Wrayan.
         I might despise the Patriot Faction and everything they stand for, but sometimes I have to admit they do have excellent taste
         in their victims.’
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      Marla was finished dressing and pacing her royal apartment impatiently by the time her brother arrived to escort her downstairs.
         A tall, gaunt man, although still only in his early thirties, Lernen had aged visibly since Marla had seen him last at his
         coronation. The responsibilities of High Prince had begun to weigh on him. His hair was dyed black this week, his cheeks were
         sunken and rouged and his brown eyes were dull with worry. This Convocation was his last hope, Marla knew. If the sorcerers
         wouldn’t aid them, the Wolfblades might soon be nothing more than a memory.
      

      
      But the sorcerers have helped us, she reminded herself. I am to marry Nashan Hawksword and, once the sister of the High Prince of Hythria is allied in marriage to the Warlord of
            Elasapine, not the Patriots, not Barnardo Eaglespike, not even the Fardohnyans, will dare challenge us.
      

      
      ‘Marla, you look lovely,’ Lernen told her as she presented herself for inspection, twirling around in a small circle in a
         swish of lavender silk. The dress had belonged to her cousin Ninane and had been re-sewn by Lirena to make it more fashionable.
      

      
      ‘Is it really all right?’ she asked, a little concerned. ‘It’s the feast of Kaelarn, the God of the Oceans, after all. I thought
         maybe I should be wearing blue.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a lovely colour. Didn’t cousin Ninane have a dress the same shade last year when she was here for the Feast of Kalianah?’
      

      
      ‘Lirena!’ Marla wailed in despair, her eyes filling with tears.
      

      
      The old nurse rolled her eyes at the High Prince. ‘You really don’t think before you open that big mouth of yours, do you,
         Lernen Wolfblade?’
      

      
      Lirena had nursed all the Wolfblade children and treated none of them as a slave should. Marla always wondered if Lernen was
         just a little bit afraid of his old nurse, a suspicion that seemed more than justified as the High Prince took a step back
         from the slave, apologising profusely.
      

      
      ‘I can’t wear this!’ Marla complained. ‘If Lernen noticed it’s a hand-me-down, everyone will!’

      
      ‘Nobody will notice anything of the kind,’ the old nurse assured her. ‘Your brother’s just more observant than most about
         that sort of thing, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘You truly are a vision,’ Lernen added hurriedly. ‘Nobody will notice a thing, I promise. Now dry your eyes or you’re going
         to look all red and blotchy when you go downstairs.’
      

      
      She sniffed inelegantly. ‘Are you sure nobody will notice?’

      
      ‘Positive.’ Lernen smiled at her encouragingly. ‘And if anybody does say something, then I’ll order him beheaded! How’s that?’

      
      ‘Now you’re teasing me.’

      
      ‘You’ll be fine, Marla.’

      
      ‘I suppose …’

      
      ‘But there is something we must talk about, my dear,’ her brother continued with a frown. ‘Things are happening which affect
         you … danger all around us. One of my friends was murdered today … and now …’ The High Prince’s voice trailed off helplessly,
         as if he couldn’t bring himself to add to her woes by telling her the rest of his news.
      

      
      Her recycled dress forgotten, Marla brightened considerably when she realised what her brother was trying to say. ‘Oh Lernen,
         don’t look so distraught. I’m sorry about your friend, but I know what you’re going to tell me, and I couldn’t be happier.’
      

      
      ‘You couldn’t?’ Lernen glanced at Lirena with a puzzled look. The old nurse shrugged, as if to say, who could fathom the fickle mind of a teenage girl?

      
      ‘I couldn’t be happier,’ she repeated firmly.

      
      ‘And you don’t mind?’

      
      ‘Of course I don’t mind. I’ve always known I would have to marry someone you chose, but Lernen, I swear if I’d chosen him
         myself, I couldn’t have done better.’
      

      
      ‘But you’d be so far away …’

      
      ‘It’s not that far, silly. I’ll visit you as often as I want.’

      
      ‘Are you sure you don’t mind, Marla? Really? He’s a little older than you, I know, and certainly not what I envisaged, but
         this alliance would mean we could do something about Barnardo—’
      

      
      ‘Shoosh, big brother,’ she said, placing her finger on his painted lips to silence his apology. ‘I understand, truly I do.
         It’s a sound political decision. And I honestly, truly, positively don’t mind a bit.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t deserve such a sister,’ he told her, with obvious relief. ‘But how did you learn of it? It was to be kept secret
         until the negotiations were completed.’
      

      
      ‘We bumped into Lord Palenovar,’ Lirena explained as she tidied up the chaos Marla had left in her wake. ‘He let it slip that
         an offer had been made.’
      

      
      Lernen nodded. ‘Kagan is the mediator for the negotiations. An interesting man, if somewhat disrespectful. I keep meaning
         to chide him for it, but I’d be lost without him. And his rank allows him some leeway, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘His rank?’ Marla asked. ‘You mean because he’s the High Arrion?’

      
      ‘He’s not just High Arrion, Marla, he’s a member of one of the oldest and most powerful noble families in Hythria. And the
         most ardent supporter of the Royalists in Greenharbour. I wouldn’t have a throne if not for him.’
      

      
      Marla’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. ‘Then his apprentice – and his friends – would be of a similar political persuasion?’

      
      ‘I suppose. I never really thought about it.’

      
      So Nashan is a Royalist, she concluded with satisfaction. ‘Oh, Lernen, you’ve made me so happy.’ Impulsively she threw her arms around his neck and
         hugged him. Lernen held her stiffly, never comfortable with overt displays of affection from his sister.
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, we should be getting downstairs,’ he said, peeling her arms from around his neck.

      
      ‘I’ll make you so proud of me, Lernen,’ she promised.

      
      ‘I’m proud of you already, dearest.’

      
      ‘How long will it be?’

      
      ‘How long will what be?’

      
      ‘How long will it be before I’m married?’

      
      Lernen shrugged. ‘Not until you turn sixteen. In the spring, perhaps. Your intended is a devotee of Jelanna, so he may want
         to hold the wedding on her feast day. We haven’t got that far in the negotiations, in truth. And you’ll need to be trained
         first. I suppose I shall have to buy you a court’esa or two now.’
      

      
      ‘Just you make sure you pick a good one,’ Lirena advised with a grunt as she bent over to pick up another towel Marla had
         dropped.
      

      
      Lernen smiled nervously. ‘It won’t be me who picks Marla’s first court’esa, Lirena. Gracious! What a terrifying thought. Anyway, it’s usually a female relative who accompanies a girl on her first
         trip to the slave markets.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Lernen!’ Marla cried in alarm. ‘Promise me I don’t have to go shopping for a court’esa with Aunt Lydia!’
      

      
      ‘Sounds like a grand idea to me,’ Lirena grumbled. ‘At least you’d wind up with one that’s more than just a pretty face and
         a well-shaped backside.’
      

      
      ‘If I let Lydia pick my first court’esa I’ll wind up with an old man who wants to teach me accounting!’ Marla complained. ‘Anyway, who asked you for your opinion?’
         She turned to her brother and smiled sweetly. ‘Please, Lernen, promise me you’ll find someone else.’
      

      
      Her brother shrugged helplessly. ‘I suppose. Although I’ve no idea who.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. We’ll think of someone.’ She hugged him again and then laughed delightedly. ‘I’m so glad you sent for me. You
         will let me stay here in Greenharbour until I’m married, won’t you?’ Lernen had seemed unwilling to commit himself on that
         point for days now. Marla thought it might be prudent to extract a definite promise while he was feeling so kindly disposed
         towards his sister.
      

      
      ‘Didn’t you hear what I said earlier, Marla? Our enemies are everywhere! Ronan Dell was murdered today. In broad daylight!’

      
      ‘Yes, but you have lots of guards here in the palace. And the Sorcerers’ Collective is on our side, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘Well, yes, of course, but—’

      
      ‘Then I’m as safe as you are. Please let me stay.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll see.’

      
      Marla chose to take that as an answer in the affirmative.

      
      ‘That’s settled, then,’ she announced happily. ‘Now we can go to the ball!’
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      Exhausted and fearful, Elezaar had to pound on the door of Venira’s Emporium for quite some time before anybody came to investigate.
         The façade of the slave emporium was impressive. Tall marble columns flanked the polished brass-sheathed doors. During the
         day, two slaves stood either side of the doors, ready to assist customers from their litters or coaches, but at this hour,
         they were long gone. The street was deserted and Elezaar’s voice was hoarse by the time the door was opened by another slave,
         who looked the dwarf up and down then smiled briefly when he recognised him.
      

      
      ‘I thought your soul would be looking for its way to the underworld, by now, Fool.’

      
      ‘It very nearly was, Dherin. Is Venira still here?’

      
      ‘He’s still here,’ the slave confirmed. ‘He was waiting for your brother to show up.’

      
      ‘He’s not coming,’ Elezaar informed him flatly. Dherin waited for Elezaar to elaborate, but when the dwarf offered no further
         explanation, he simply shrugged and stood back to let him enter. After he bolted the door, Dherin led the way through the
         dim halls and empty showrooms to the slaver’s private quarters out the back. Elezaar shuddered as he walked through the interlinked
         courtyards, wondering what had possessed him to come back here.
      

      
      Protection, he reminded himself.
      

      
      But it was a very temporary sort of protection. Venira might sell him tomorrow to the enemies of Ronan Dell and all Elezaar
         would have achieved by coming here tonight was a stay of execution. But there was a chance, however slender, he might not.
      

      
      And that was the risk, the gamble, Elezaar had taken.

      
      It was well after dark before he was shown into the slaver’s presence. Venira was a grossly fat man with an expansive belly,
         chins so numerous they looked like gills, and the garish bad taste of a self-made millionaire. He wore rings on every finger
         and the body-weight of a small child in gold chains around his neck. Too fat for trousers, he favoured long, tent-like robes
         of rich brocaded silk which were so hot he was followed everywhere by a slave with a large fan whose only function was to
         cool his master down. When Elezaar was admitted into his presence, the slaver was lying on a pile of overstuffed cushions
         on the floor, a low table laden with food before him, and the ever-present slave standing over his master wearing a bored
         expression as the fan moved through a slow arc, doing little to cool the humid air.
      

      
      ‘I was expecting Crysander,’ Venira announced, picking at the fruit bowl on the table. He popped a grape into his mouth, quite
         deliberately crushing it with his teeth to send a spray of juice across the landscape of his chins, before deigning to turn
         his gaze on the dwarf.
      

      
      Elezaar shrugged, glancing around the room. It had changed little since the last time he stood here several months ago. That
         was just before he had been sold to Ronan Dell. ‘He was unavoidably detained,’ he explained. ‘He sent me in his place.’
      

      
      The fat slaver seemed unimpressed. ‘I could sell your brother a dozen times over for the number of offers I’ll get for you,
         Fool.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t be held responsible for things beyond my control, Master Venira,’ he shrugged with an ingenuous smile.
      

      
      Venira picked up another grape and treated it to the same torment as the first one. ‘I hear there was trouble at Lord Ronan’s
         place today.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘They say he’s dead.’

      
      ‘What a shame.’

      
      Venira studied Elezaar closely. ‘They say the assassins killed all the slaves in the house, too.’

      
      ‘What a pity.’

      
      Venira’s eyes narrowed. ‘Including your brother.’

      
      ‘I’m heartbroken.’

      
      ‘I can tell.’ The slaver leaned back on his cushions. ‘Who did it?’

      
      ‘Who did what?’

      
      ‘Who murdered Ronan Dell?’

      
      ‘I have no idea, Master Venira. Lord Ronan sent me on an errand early this morning and by the time I got back to the house
         they were all dead. Crysander had enough breath left in him to tell me to come here in his place. That’s all I know.’
      

      
      ‘You’re lying.’

      
      ‘I don’t know who killed them, Master Venira.’

      
      ‘And even if you did, you’d never admit it.’ The slaver smiled slyly. ‘You may prove to be worth more than I first thought,
         Fool. Perhaps I’ll hold an auction for the last remaining survivor of the Dell massacre. I wonder what will bring the higher
         price? Your testimony or your silence?’
      

      
      ‘I have nothing to tell, Master Venira. I saw nothing. I know nothing.’

      
      ‘So you claim,’ Venira scoffed. He shifted his bulk on the cushions and waved another slave forward. ‘Take him to the compound.
         See he’s fed, bathed and clothed appropriately. Get rid of that Dell collar he’s wearing and put a plain one on him. The little man may actually be worth something this time.’
      

      
      ‘You got a fortune selling me to Ronan Dell the last time,’ Elezaar pointed out.

      
      ‘And you’d better be worth even more now, Fool. I’m sick of all the trouble you cause me.’

      
      ‘Perhaps next time my master and his household are butchered, I could arrange to be one of the victims,’ Elezaar suggested
         helpfully. ‘So you’re not put to any more trouble.’
      

      
      ‘You do that,’ the slaver agreed and then he waved his arm and Elezaar was taken away.

      
      The slaves at Venira’s Emporium were not mistreated. Although left in no doubt about their status in life, Venira was too
         aware of the value of his merchandise to risk damage by beating or starving them. They were quite well catered for, in fact,
         one of the reasons Elezaar had decided to risk coming here. If this night was to be his last, at least he would spend it in
         relative comfort.
      

      
      After his ablutions he ate a plain but nourishing meal of meat, cheese, bread and watered wine, and then he was led into the
         slave cells. Dherin locked Elezaar in a bare cell separated by bars from his neighbours. In the cell on his right was a handsome
         boy of about twenty with smooth olive skin and dark eyes who looked him over with interest.
      

      
      ‘I’m Lorince,’ the court’esa announced, walking to the bars to examine Elezaar more closely in the gloom. The only light in the cells was provided by
         a torch in the hall and its flickering light was mediocre at best.
      

      
      ‘Elezaar,’ the dwarf replied, offering the young man his hand through the bars. ‘You been here long?’

      
      ‘A bit over a month. Venira says the market’s slow this time of year.’

      
      ‘What brought you here?’

      
      ‘Same old story,’ Lorince shrugged. ‘I was the court’esa of the youngest daughter of Lord Caron’s House in Meortina. She got married. Her new husband only trusted his own slaves.
         Happens all the time.’
      

      
      ‘Mine fell in love,’ the slave in the cell on Elezaar’s left remarked. The young man was lying on his bunk, his hands folded
         behind his head. ‘It’s a real bitch when that happens. Nothing you can do about it, either.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not from Greenharbour,’ Elezaar remarked, looking at the lad’s pale skin. He was long-limbed and handsome, with dusky
         eyes and thick brown hair tied back in a leather thong. It was the fashion these days among the court’esa. Elezaar had never really warmed to it though. He found it much easier to keep his hair short.
      

      
      ‘Bramster,’ the young man confirmed. ‘It’s up in the mountains. In Elasapine Province. My name’s Darnel. You’re the Fool,
         aren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘You’ve heard of me?’ For a moment, Elezaar forgot his woes, rather flattered to think he might be famous.

      
      ‘There aren’t too many Loronged court’esa like you, little man. What are you doing here?’
      

      
      ‘My master was assassinated.’

      
      Darnel smiled sympathetically. ‘Bitch when that happens, too.’

      
      ‘It’s always the way, though, isn’t it?’ Lorince pointed out unhappily. ‘Just when you think you’re settled, something happens
         and you’re right back where you started.’
      

      
      ‘You have to find a reason to make them want you,’ Elezaar said, clambering up onto the bunk. The mattress was filled with
         straw but it was clean and dry and he was exhausted from the events of the day. For this one night, he was safe. It might
         well be the last safe night Elezaar ever spent. It wouldn’t take them long to work out where he was. He knew that. And even
         if they didn’t figure it out for themselves, Venira was just as likely to announce he had a certain dwarf for sale. Right
         now, Elezaar was more valuable than he had ever been in his life before. Venira – a merchant, first and foremost – understood that. But it also
         meant the slaver would endeavour to keep Elezaar alive, simply because there was no profit to be made from his death.
      

      
      Darnel smiled languidly. ‘Trust me, little man, I know how to make them want me.’

      
      Elezaar shifted himself on the bunk and looked across the gloomy cell at the dark-haired court’esa. ‘It’s not about sex, Darnel. Any court’esa worth his collar knows how to make a man or a woman want them. It’s what they train us for. But to be safe, really safe, you need to be indispensable. That takes more than sex.’
      

      
      ‘Were you indispensable?’ Lorince asked.

      
      ‘He wouldn’t be here if he was,’ Darnel pointed out with a cynical laugh.

      
      ‘I was working on it,’ Elezaar sighed, settling back on the bunk. ‘I’d almost convinced my master that life without me was
         bound to be intolerable and then wham! Along come a whole bunch of assassins and ruin everything. Six months’ work down the drain and nothing to show for it.’
      

      
      ‘You’re lucky you survived,’ Lorince sympathised. ‘I’ve heard they often kill the house slaves during an assassination.’

      
      ‘They do,’ Elezaar agreed. He closed his eyes, and then opened them again abruptly when his vision filled with images of blood-splattered
         corpses, severed limbs and his brother Crys lying in the hall with a look of utter astonishment at his betrayal on his deathly
         white face.
      

      
      ‘Next place they send me, I’m going to become so indispensable, they’ll never let me go,’ Lorince announced, leaning against
         the cool bars.
      

      
      Elezaar saw the faraway look of hope on the young man’s face and smiled. He’d been that naïve once. Secretly, he still was,
         in the depths of his soul. Somewhere deep inside Elezaar lingered the same hope – that he would be sold into a House where his talents would be recognised. Somewhere they wanted him for more than the entertainment value he offered.
         Only then was any court’esa truly safe from being sold over and over until they were beyond usefulness. Most wound up in the general slave markets, unwanted,
         worthless and just as likely to be sold as hunting bait for a jaded lord, or perhaps to a gaming house, to end up facing a
         rabid dog or some tormented bear for the entertainment of the patrons who wagered on how long it would take for him to die.
      

      
      On the bright side, Elezaar thought, that’s not likely to be my fate. They’ll find me. Eventually. If not tomorrow, then the day after. And then they’ll kill me
            for what I know. Like they killed Crys. Quickly. Mercilessly. And painlessly.
      

      
      When all was said and done, Elezaar mused, for a court’esa who had witnessed a murder, that wasn’t a bad way to die.
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      Marla walked down the great staircase on her brother’s arm, surveying the scene like a newly crowned queen. She scanned the
         crowd below for any sign of Nashan Hawksword but couldn’t spot him immediately.
      

      
      ‘There’s the High Arrion,’ she said, spying Kagan’s grey head and dark formal robes amid the sea of people below.

      
      ‘Don’t point, Marla,’ Lernen scolded. ‘I can see him.’

      
      Clinging to her brother’s arm, Marla pushed her way through the throng, nodding a greeting here and there to a familiar face.
         The greetings were returned cautiously, as if the other guests feared that by associating with her brother too closely, some
         of the Wolfblade family’s ill luck would rub off on them. That would change soon, she consoled herself. When I’m married to the heir of Elasapine, they’ll be tripping over each other to curry favour with us.
      

      
      As they neared the sorcerer and his apprentice, Marla discovered Lord Palenovar deep in conversation with another man dressed
         in an elaborately embroidered sleeveless coat. His thick arms were hairy and his ears pierced with small gold trinkets. A Fardohnyan, she thought with distaste.
      

      
      ‘They really shouldn’t let those thugs into civilised gatherings,’ she whispered to her brother.

      
      Lernen looked at her in surprise, but had no chance to answer her. The Fardohnyan spied them, his bearded face breaking into
         a huge smile. ‘Lernen!’
      

      
      Although younger than her brother, the man was built like a bear and was almost as hirsute. The Fardohnyan shoved his way
         forward through the curious and disapproving stares of the people around them. He gathered her brother in a crushing hug,
         slapping him on the back so hard Marla expected to hear Lernen’s spine cracking.
      

      
      ‘Your majesty,’ the High Prince replied.

      
      The Fardohnyan let him go and held him at arm’s length for a moment before laughing loud enough to be heard across the vast
         hall. ‘Enough of this “your majesty” nonsense. Call me Hablet. We’ll be family soon.’
      

      
      Like that would ever happen, Marla scoffed silently. She looked around for Nashan, but there was still no sign of him. Wrayan was smiling at her encouragingly.
         Then Marla caught sight of her future husband over by the food tables. She fluttered her eyelids coyly in his direction and
         smiled ever so faintly.
      

      
      ‘She’s a healthy-looking heifer.’

      
      With a start, Marla realised the Fardohnyan king was referring to her. ‘I beg your pardon?’
      

      
      ‘Feisty, too, by the look in her eye,’ the beast laughed. ‘I like that in a woman. I’ll need a wench capable of keeping those
         other catty little bitches on their toes.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure the Princess Marla will prove adequate to the task,’ her brother remarked uncomfortably.

      
      ‘Lecter! Lecter, come meet my bride!’

      
      Shaking her head in confusion, Marla glanced at her brother, then the Fardohnyan king and finally her gaze swung around to
         Wrayan. The awful truth dawned on Marla at the same time as Kagan stepped forward and placed a firm hand on her shoulder.
         Marla opened her mouth, but whether to object or scream even she couldn’t say for certain.
      

      
      The world suddenly swayed beneath her and Marla felt herself falling. Before she could utter a sound, Kagan slipped his arm
         through hers, holding her upright. ‘Just walk forward, Marla,’ the High Arrion hissed. ‘As if there’s nothing wrong.’
      

      
      The panic filling her mind left her beyond the ability to protest. The noise of the crowd around her became a blur of white
         noise. She could hear someone making excuses. She felt herself propelled forward through the vast hall. Her body was following
         the commands Kagan gave it, but her mind was screaming. A Fardohnyan! I’m to marry a stinking, smelly, disgusting Fardohnyan.
      

      
      ‘I want to die!’

      
      ‘Don’t be absurd, of course you don’t want to die.’

      
      ‘Let me go,’ she begged, as Kagan propelled her through the crowd. ‘Let me die!’

      
      ‘Are you always this melodramatic?’ Kagan sounded calm and faintly annoyed. They pushed through the press of people, her brother
         close behind them. She had no idea what had happened to Hablet. Or Nashan.
      

      
      When they reached a small anteroom off the main hall, Kagan pushed her through the door before letting her go. Lernen hurried
         in close behind, confused and concerned as she staggered on the exquisitely patterned rug.
      

      
      ‘My lord, what is the meaning of this?’ he gasped as he closed the door on the crowd. The silence was startling after the
         noise of the ball.
      

      
      ‘You didn’t tell her,’ Kagan accused, turning on Lernen. Marla had never seen her brother cower before, but the sorcerer’s
         tone would have made a whole battalion turn tail and run. ‘You didn’t even warn her!’
      

      
      ‘But she knew!’ her brother protested. ‘She said you told her. She told me she was thrilled!’

      
      Kagan turned to look at Marla. He shook his head ruefully. ‘On the balcony earlier this evening,’ he concluded after a moment. ‘You thought I meant you were to marry Nash Hawksword.’
      

      
      Marla nodded dumbly, not trusting herself to speak.

      
      Kagan cursed softly and walked to the table by the window. He picked up the nearest decanter, pulled out the stopper and took
         a long swig directly from the cut-crystal bottle. Then he walked across to Marla and thrust the decanter at her.
      

      
      ‘Here, you look like you could use a drink.’

      
      ‘Kagan, if you would just explain why you bundled Marla out of the hall so abruptly. If we have offended Hablet—’

      
      ‘Your precious sister was about to offend the King of Fardohnya a damn sight more than our departure,’ Kagan informed him.

      
      ‘But she said she was pleased. She said she was—’

      
      ‘She assumed you had arranged a marriage with Charel Hawksword’s son, Lernen. Your little princess here isn’t nearly so accommodating
         when it comes to the Fardohnyan king.’
      

      
      ‘I want to die,’ Marla muttered miserably. ‘I would rather die than marry a Fardohnyan.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, enough with that,’ Kagan snapped. ‘Get a grip on yourself, girl.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t do this,’ she wailed, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘Please Lernen, don’t make me do this.’

      
      ‘Marla—’

      
      ‘Lernen, get out.’

      
      ‘But … my lord—’

      
      ‘Out! Marla and I need to have a little chat, and you don’t need to listen in. Go out there and tell Hablet your sister was
         so overcome by the sight of her handsome future husband she felt the need to recover herself before meeting him. He’ll like
         the sound of that. And tell Wrayan I need him.’
      

      
      Lernen did as the sorcerer commanded without so much as a flicker of protest. Kagan turned his attention to Marla. He glared at her for a moment, then pointed to the small chaise
         in front of the window.
      

      
      ‘Sit.’

      
      Marla did as he ordered, still clutching the unstoppered decanter.

      
      ‘Have a drink.’

      
      ‘Ladies don’t drink strong liquor.’

      
      ‘What rubbish! The only person who ever drank me under the table was a lady of the finest breeding. Drink up.’

      
      A little reluctantly, Marla lifted the decanter to her lips and took a swig of the dark brown liquor. It burned all the way
         down and left her spluttering.
      

      
      ‘Feel better?’

      
      ‘No!’

      
      ‘Good. Then you’ve learned your first lesson. Drinking doesn’t solve anything.’

      
      ‘I never suggested it did,’ she retorted.

      
      Kagan smiled and took the decanter from her, placing it on the table beside the chaise. He dragged another beautifully carved
         and polished chair across the rug and placed it in front of her, kicked his robes apart and straddled the seat, folding his
         arms across the back. The High Arrion studied her for a long moment in silence, but if he was reading her thoughts, Marla
         couldn’t tell.
      

      
      ‘You nearly got yourself killed out there tonight.’

      
      ‘I never said a word!’

      
      ‘No, but that’s only because I intervened. And it wasn’t any magical mind-trick that tipped me off to your impending gaffe.
         It was written all over your face.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not an idiot, Lord Palenovar. I wouldn’t have said anything to embarrass my brother.’

      
      ‘I beg to differ, your highness. You looked like somebody had just thrust a week-old dead fish under your nose. And one word, one hint to Hablet that you fancied another man and it’s likely he’d want both your heads.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care! Who does he think he is, anyway? I can’t believe some greasy, uncouth foreigner can demand such consideration
         of my brother. Or the High Arrion.’
      

      
      ‘That greasy, uncouth foreigner is the most powerful man in Fardohnya, my girl, and the only man with an army sufficient to
         aid your brother in making the Warlords of Hythria toe the line.’
      

      
      ‘Then why can’t my brother just buy his cooperation?’
      

      
      ‘Because the only coin Lernen has left to trade is you, Marla,’ Kagan pointed out gently.

      
      Marla sniffed back the tears that threatened to undo her. ‘It’s not fair.’

      
      ‘No, it’s not. Actually, it’s barbaric.’

      
      ‘Then why are you helping to arrange for me to marry him? Married to Nashan Hawksword, I could—’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be stupid, girl! You met Nash for less than five minutes and wove an entire fantasy around a misunderstanding. You
         don’t know him; you don’t know anything about him. Trust me, Marla, where you’re going, a look, even a wistful sigh in the
         wrong direction and you’ll be putting your life in grave danger. Forget about him. He has no more say over who he’ll eventually
         marry than you do, so he’s not free to indulge your little romantic whimsy, even if you were.’
      

      
      ‘Did you see him? He’s a brute!’
      

      
      ‘How can you tell? You saw Hablet for half a heartbeat, and even then you weren’t really looking at him. You were too busy
         swooning over Nash.’
      

      
      ‘I was not swooning. And I happen to be an excellent judge of character.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes. The lady who decided she was in love based on a conversation consisting of two whole sentences.’

      
      ‘You mock me, my lord. You have no concept of my pain.’ She looked away, refusing to meet his eye. ‘And I never said anything about being in love.’
      

      
      ‘You’re the one with no concept of pain, Marla. You have been coddled and protected all your life. The fact is you’re a spoiled,
         wilful child who needs to grow up a whole lot more before you step out that door. The deal is almost done and your future
         is very close to being decided. Whether you suffer it or enjoy it is entirely up to you.’
      

      
      ‘Enjoy it? How can I enjoy it? I’ll be living in a harem with a bunch of strange women who don’t even speak the same language.’
      

      
      Kagan shook his head at her. ‘You can’t fight this, Marla. Learn to accept it.’

      
      ‘He’s really old!’

      
      ‘He’s twenty-six. The same age as Nash Hawksword, actually. I notice Nash’s age didn’t seem to bother you.’

      
      ‘But he’s a barbarian!’

      
      ‘By whose definition?’

      
      ‘You’re not being fair!’

      
      ‘I’m being more than fair. I am trying to save your foolish neck. More to the point, I’m trying to save your brother’s throne.’

      
      ‘Why do I care about that?’

      
      ‘Because if the Patriot Faction wins their current push for the throne and your brother is removed, they’ll take out anybody
         else in his line, to prevent any problems in the future.’
      

      
      ‘Take out? You mean they’d kill me? Just because I’m Lernen’s sister?’
      

      
      ‘In a heartbeat.’

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘Ronan Dell was murdered today, Marla, for the crime of being your brother’s friend.’

      
      That put rather a different light on things. ‘Oh.’

      
      Kagan smiled sympathetically. ‘Right now, you have two choices, young lady. You can accept your fate while those of us who don’t fancy seeing you skewered on a sword try to do something about it. Or you can continue to act like a spoilt child and doom
         your brother to certain conquest by his enemies.’
      

      
      ‘Why should it be up to me to save Lernen?’

      
      ‘Because you had the misfortune to be born the daughter of a prince.’

      
      ‘A High Prince,’ she corrected absently.
      

      
      Kagan sighed heavily. ‘Marla, we all have to do things we don’t like. I’ve no more desire to sit here lecturing you about
         responsibility than you have to listen to me. I know you’re disappointed, particularly in light of the rather fanciful plans
         you had for Nash, but you do me a great disservice by jumping to conclusions. Your life is not going to be the torment you
         imagine.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘Because if I can possibly find a way to prevent it, you won’t be marrying Hablet of Fardohnya. Right now, that solution is yet to present itself. But we need to buy time. And Hablet is
         that time. So until a better option comes along, I don’t need you complicating things by acting like a spoilt brat.’
      

      
      She sniffed inelegantly and wiped her eyes. ‘And Nash? What will become of him?’

      
      Kagan cursed softly and savagely for a moment. ‘Dammit, girl! Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said?’

      
      ‘I was just asking,’ she said defensively.

      
      ‘Stop asking. Stop even thinking it.’

      
      Marla stared at him sceptically. ‘Are you really going to try and prevent it?’

      
      ‘Only if I can find a way that doesn’t involve a lot of people dying. Including you. And it’s not as if you have to marry
         him right away. You’ve still a great deal to learn before you’re fit to be anyone’s wife.’
      

      
      Marla looked down at her hands, and then she took a deep breath and raised her eyes to meet the sorcerer’s. Suddenly, she
         felt very certain of what she must do.
      

      
      ‘Could I have a moment alone?’

      
      Kagan studied her suspiciously. ‘You’re not planning to kill yourself, are you? Or do anything else stupid?’

      
      ‘No,’ she promised. ‘I’d just like a few moments to get used to the idea. If I must do this thing for Lernen, I will,’ she
         declared selflessly, with a heavy, dramatic sigh. ‘I will put aside my own feelings. For my brother. And for my family. For
         Hythria. My sacrifice will be my gift to Hythria’s people.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, please,’ Kagan moaned, rolling his eyes. But he rose to his feet and did as she asked, leaving her alone in the anteroom to contemplate
         her fate.
      

      
      And what a fate it was. Lernen had married her off to a Fardohnyan. What was he thinking? Surely it would have been better to pick a Hythrun consort for his only sister? Were things so bad that
            he needed Fardohnya’s help?

      
      Before she could come up with a satisfactory answer, the door opened again. Marla sighed, thinking she was never to be left
         alone. But it wasn’t Kagan returning, it was the Lady Tesha Zorell.
      

      
      ‘Lord Palenovar asked me to keep you company.’ She smiled as she closed the door behind her.

      
      ‘I’d really rather be left alone, Lady Tesha.’

      
      ‘Indeed.’

      
      Marla had no intention of being stuck with Tesha Zorell for any length of time so she forced a bright smile and rose to her
         feet. ‘On second thought, I’d like to return to the party.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure, your highness? Lord Palenovar mentioned you were a little upset over the news of your upcoming betrothal.’

      
      ‘I was,’ she admitted, with an unconcerned shrug. ‘But I’m over it now. And the night really is quite young. This may be the only chance I get to enjoy myself before I’m formally
         betrothed.’
      

      
      The Lower Arrion studied the princess for a moment, clearly suspicious, but in the end she shrugged and allowed Marla to head
         for the door and back to the party.
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      Alija Eaglespike halted on the top step of the ballroom and surveyed the hall, her worst fears solidifying into reality as
         she picked out King Hablet of Fardohnya’s pet eunuch, Lecter Turon, in the crowd, accompanied by the High Arrion’s apprentice,
         Wrayan Lightfinger. Nothing could have confirmed the rumours that Kagan Palenovar was brokering a marriage between the Fardohnyan
         king and Lernen’s young sister, Marla, more than seeing those two underlings together.
      

      
      Kagan is going to hand over Hythria to Fardohnya without a whimper, she thought. Gift-wrapped.
      

      
      And the wrapping will be Marla Wolfblade.
      

      
      She let her gaze linger on Wrayan Lightfinger for a moment, let the power swirl around her as a silent warning. Kagan’s apprentice
         was, perhaps, the only other living sorcerer who could challenge her magically. Kagan certainly couldn’t. The problem was,
         Alija didn’t really know how powerful Wrayan was. He was very good at shielding his ability.
      

      
      As if he knew she was thinking of him, the young man glanced across the hall and met her eye. His expression didn’t change,
         his gaze didn’t waver. His confidence was disturbing.
      

      
      ‘Here comes Kagan,’ Barnardo remarked, breaking her concentration. Alija looked at her husband, fighting back the urge to
         scratch at her arms where the formal robes of the Collective were making her itch. She rarely wore them. Hardly any of the
         sorcerers in the Collective did. You would think with several thousand years of magical experience behind them, someone could come up with a robe that didn’t
            make you itch.
      

      
      ‘Say nothing,’ she warned. Barnardo could be an idiot at times. On public outings such as this, she was afraid to let him
         out of her sight.
      

      
      ‘If he says anything to me about Ronan Dell’s murder—’

      
      ‘He won’t,’ Alija promised. ‘He knows better.’

      
      ‘Lady Alija. Lord Eaglespike.’ Kagan stopped just below the bottom step and bowed, if you could call such a perfunctory nod
         a bow. ‘How nice of you to join us.’
      

      
      ‘Lord Palenovar.’ Alija responded with a bow just as disrespectful as the one Kagan had treated her to. Kagan had no idea
         how much Alija would have preferred not to be here this evening. Certainly not with her husband. She was desperately trying to convince the Warlords of Hythria who
         were leaning towards the Patriot Faction that Barnardo was a viable alternative to Lernen as High Prince. A task much more
         easily accomplished when Barnardo wasn’t around. But if they hadn’t shown up tonight, people might think they’d had something
         to do with Ronan Dell’s murder. ‘Surely, you didn’t think we’d miss something as important as the Feast of Kaelarn Ball? Whatever
         would the court gossips have made of our absence?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t imagine,’ Kagan replied. ‘Perhaps you could leave and we would find out?’

      
      ‘You can’t threaten us!’ Barnardo snapped, his petulant whine making Alija wince.

      
      This all would have been so much easier if I’d not been so impatient, she realised. The chance to take the throne had seemed so easy once. Back when Lernen had just become High Prince and there wasn’t a soul in Hythria who didn’t know him for
         what he was. Nobody had expected him to last the year out. He had no heir and was not likely to get one. All it needed was
         the right man to step forward and the High Prince’s seat was his for the taking.
      

      
      The right man, Alija had been convinced, was Barnardo Eaglespike. He was Lernen’s cousin, so he had a blood claim to the throne.
         He was a Warlord with the resources and – significantly – the army of a rich province behind him. He had allies. He had everything
         needed to step into the breach when Lernen failed.
      

      
      Alija was a Patriot. She cared too much about Hythria to let it rot in the hands of a despot. So she had calculated the odds
         and gone with the favourite. For the sake of her country, Alija had turned her back on a man who loved her and chosen the
         route to power instead, privately convinced that only she could steer Hythria through the coming crisis and back to greatness.
      

      
      And where had it gotten her? Nowhere. Somehow, Lernen had clung to his throne. Barnardo Eaglespike had all the necessary qualifications for kingship except one
         – a brain. Her Innate power frightened her colleagues in the Collective, so instead of winning the post of High Arrion as
         she should have when Velma retired a few years ago, they had appointed that old fool Kagan Palenovar instead. Not because
         he was powerful – Alija had more power in her little finger than Kagan would ever command. No, he’d won the post because he
         was from an old and trusted noble family, his sister had been married to not one, but two Warlords, and he was notoriously
         uninterested in politics. Those spineless fools in the Collective considered him by far the safer candidate. They had weighed
         up Alija’s ambition against Kagan’s total lack of it and she had lost badly in the comparison.
      

      
      And the irony? Kagan was running the damn country, just as they’d feared Alija might, and nobody seemed to realise it. Had
         she done nothing; had she simply bided her time, married the man she loved and spent the last few years steeped in happiness
         instead of intense disappointment, she’d be in exactly the same position. Laran Krakenshield was going to inherit Krakandar
         Province in the next day or so. He would be Warlord in his own right, richer and probably more powerful than Barnardo, and
         a far better candidate for High Prince, given he was articulate, well-educated and he commanded enormous respect from the
         other Warlords, who considered him to have conducted himself with nothing but honour in the manner he had waited for his inheritance.
      

      
      Still, Alija didn’t lose much sleep over the route she had chosen. There wasn’t any point. She had played her hand and it
         hadn’t worked out quite the way she’d expected. She consoled herself with the thought that even if she’d married Laran Krakenshield,
         the chances were he would never have agreed to make a play for the throne. He was too damned honourable for that. This way,
         she had power, limited though it was. And wealth. And her boys. They were young yet, still babies really, but she was driven
         by ambition for Cyrus and Serrin as much as herself these days. And all was not lost. Not yet. It wouldn’t be lost until the
         moment Hablet of Fardohnya took Marla Wolfblade as his wife.
      

      
      And that was something she was willing to go to almost any lengths to prevent.

      
      ‘I didn’t come here to threaten you, my lord,’ Kagan told Barnardo with a sly smile. ‘I came merely to suggest you try the
         oysters. They’re fresh from your own province, I believe.’
      

      
      ‘You think we came all this way to eat our own oysters, Kagan?’ Alija asked with a thin smile.

      
      ‘You’d better not have come for any other reason, Alija,’ he replied softly.

      
      Alija didn’t miss his meaning. Barnardo, however, took umbrage at his tone and puffed his chest out, looking mightily offended.
         ‘My Lord High Arrion! If you think you can stand there and tell us what we should or shouldn’t be doing—’
      

      
      ‘The High Arrion meant no offence, my dear,’ she cut in soothingly. ‘I’m sure he merely wanted to point out the success our
         trading delegations have been having.’
      

      
      ‘Naturally,’ Kagan agreed, with that same oily smile. Alija knew what he was thinking. She knew he enjoyed watching Barnardo
         make a fool of himself. The High Arrion might be a lazy old drunkard, but he wasn’t blind to her husband’s failings. It was
         probably why he still supported Lernen. In Kagan’s eyes there probably wasn’t enough difference between the leadership abilities
         of Lernen and Barnardo to bother changing the status quo.
      

      
      ‘Then we will make a point of trying the oysters as the High Arrion suggests,’ Alija said with an oily smile of her own. ‘One
         can tell a great deal about the surrounding environment from the taste of an oyster, and I believe tonight is as good a night
         as any for testing the water.’
      

      
      ‘Then be careful you don’t wade in so deep you drown, my lady,’ Kagan replied. ‘I might find it a little difficult to throw
         you a lifeline.’
      

      
      ‘You’re assuming I would accept one from you, Kagan Palenovar.’

      
      ‘When one is drowning, my lady, one rarely has a choice.’

      
      ‘Then it’s a good thing I’m not drowning, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Not yet,’ Kagan conceded. Then he grinned. ‘But the night is young.’

      
      Alija slipped her arm through Barnardo’s. ‘I believe, my lord, we are keeping you from your social obligations. Come, Barnardo.
         I think I see Lord Foxtalon over by the orchestra. We must thank him for the present he sent when Serrin was born.’
      

      
      Alija didn’t give Kagan a chance to respond. She tugged Barnardo away from the High Arrion. He turned to her as they descended
         the steps, followed by their entourage, demanding to know what present from Lord Foxtalon had been so impressive it required
         a personal thank you. Alija wanted to slap her husband for being so dense.
      

      
      Kagan stepped back to let her pass, his gaze barely wavering. He thinks he’s won, she realised. Even with Ronan dead, he thinks that with Marla’s marriage, Barnardo has no hope of claiming the crown.
      

      
      And he’s right. If Marla married Hablet of Fardohnya, all Alija’s dreams became just that, nothing more than idle dreams. The fear that Ronan
         Dell’s murder should have sparked in the High Prince was all but wiped out by the false sense of security he would acquire
         with the King of Fardohnya for his brother-in-law.
      

      
      But as Kagan had pointed out, the night was young. And until the marriage happened, the greatest asset Alija had was the other
         Warlords’ fear of what an alliance with Fardohnya meant.
      

      
      The battle was far from over.
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      ‘This should be interesting.’
      

      
      Laran Krakenshield glanced over his shoulder at the young man who had spoken, following his gaze to the entrance of the ballroom
         where Barnardo Eaglespike and his wife Alija had just entered. He also noticed his uncle, the High Arrion, quickly moving
         to intercept them. Many other eyes turned towards the sorcerer and her Warlord, no doubt wondering the same thing as Laran:
         what would happen when they confronted the High Prince and his new Fardohnyan ally?
      

      
      ‘That’s one situation we’d do well to stay clear of,’ Laran advised.

      
      Nash grinned. ‘You’re not even a tiny bit interested in what your uncle is saying to your former lover?’

      
      ‘Alija and I were never lovers,’ Laran corrected, turning to the ice sculpture on the table which he’d suddenly decided required
         his undivided attention. The frozen water dragon was melting rapidly in the humid closeness of the ballroom.
      

      
      ‘You’d have to be the only male past puberty in Hythria she hasn’t slept with,’ Nash chuckled.
      

      
      ‘Really? And when did you sleep with her?’

      
      ‘Well, I didn’t,’ Nash conceded. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

      
      ‘There you go, then,’ Laran cut in. ‘Now shut up and mind your own business.’

      
      Nash smiled knowingly, still watching the commotion at the entrance, while Laran studiously ignored it. Alija was Barnardo’s
         wife now and there was no point in thinking about her. No point in wondering what might have been. Besides, she had brushed
         him off like an annoying insect when she realised what Barnardo could offer her. Laran was unproved and unknown, caught in
         limbo until his thirtieth birthday and the time when he could take charge of his wealth and his province. Barnardo was a much
         safer bet for an ambitious woman like Alija – a powerful and wealthy Warlord and cousin of a weak and easily manipulated High
         Prince. Alija was many things, Laran thought. Sentimental definitely wasn’t one of them.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to speak to her?’ Nash asked.

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Alija, of course.’

      
      ‘I’ve nothing to say to her.’

      
      ‘You’ll have to say something eventually,’ Nash suggested. ‘I mean, she’s bound to want to congratulate you when the Convocation
         votes you your province in a few days.’
      

      
      ‘If they vote me my province,’ Laran corrected.
      

      
      ‘They will,’ Nash promised. ‘They have no choice. You’re the only man in Hythria who actually wants to live so far from the
         capital. I really don’t know what you see in Krakandar, myself. Far too close to those vicious sluts running Medalon, if you
         ask me.’
      

      
      ‘The Sisters of the Blade don’t give us much trouble,’ he shrugged. ‘They’re too busy trying to rid their own country of pagans
         to worry about the pagans south of the border.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but one day those nasty bitches may actually succeed in ridding themselves of their own pagans,’ Nash said. ‘And then you know what they’ll do, don’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Invade Karien?’ Laran suggested with a faint smile, taking a sip from his glass. The wine was too sweet and he winced at the taste of it, trying very hard to give the impression that he had no interest in what was going on between
         Alija and Kagan across the hall.
      

      
      ‘Now there’s a thought!’ Nash was saying, oblivious to the direction of Laran’s thoughts. ‘I wonder who’d win that little
         skirmish? What are there – a few thousand Defenders to take on a few hundred thousand Kariens?’
      

      
      ‘I’d back the Defenders any day,’ Laran said, forcing himself to look away. There was nothing between him and Alija any more.
         And no point wishing there was. He fixed his attention on Nash. ‘One well-trained Medalonian Defender is worth a hundred reluctant
         Karien conscripts.’
      

      
      ‘You sound like you actually admire them!’ Nash accused, looking a little alarmed at the thought.

      
      ‘I do,’ Laran agreed. ‘I mean, I’ve no time for the Sisterhood, but their Defenders are trained better than any other soldiers
         in the world. Including ours.’
      

      
      ‘You know, that’s bordering on sacrilegious, Laran.’

      
      The future Warlord smiled. ‘Maybe Zegarnald created the Defenders to give us a worthy opponent?’

      
      ‘What’s this about the Defenders?’ a voice boomed behind them. ‘I turn my back on you two for five seconds and now you’re
         planning to declare war on Medalon!’
      

      
      Laran and Nash turned to find Laran’s stepfather, Glenadal Ravenspear, the Warlord of Sunrise Province, standing behind them.
         He was a big man with a broad grin and a voice that could decalcify a man’s spine at fifty paces when the mood took him. Laran
         liked him a great deal, not because he was a powerful Warlord, or a clever one, but because he had made Laran’s mother happy.
         After a lifetime of misery brought on by a series of unhappy arranged marriages, she deserved some small measure of peace.
      

      
      ‘How did you get in here?’ Laran asked. ‘I thought this ball was restricted to civilised people?’

      
      The big Warlord laughed. ‘They let Hablet of Fardohnya in, didn’t they?’
      

      
      ‘I heard a rumour he’s made an offer for the High Prince’s sister,’ Laran said.

      
      Nash’s smile faded. ‘It’s no rumour. And her son will be heir to Hythria, some day.’

      
      ‘Not if Lernen has a son.’

      
      Nash shook his head unhappily at the thought. ‘Since I can’t recall the last time a young male slave gave birth, that’s not
         very likely, is it?’
      

      
      Laran looked at his two companions hopefully. ‘Look, I know what he fancies – gods, the whole country knows it – and I agree
         it’s not very healthy, but surely he realises he has a duty? They only have to find him a wife with the right bloodline. After
         he gets her with child, who cares what he does? Or who he does it with?’
      

      
      ‘A sound plan if you could get him to cooperate,’ Glenadal agreed. He lowered his voice and glanced around before adding,
         ‘The problem is – Lernen isn’t interested. If what I hear rumoured is true, Hablet is offering him a fortune and the chance
         to get an heir without having to sully his hands by laying them on a woman. I don’t think he cares what happens beyond that.’
      

      
      ‘It won’t happen,’ Laran said, shaking his head. ‘The Convocation of Warlords will never countenance a Fardohnyan-born heir
         to the High Prince of Hythria’s throne.’
      

      
      ‘Hence the Patriots’ seemingly acceptable suggestion that we abandon the current bloodline,’ Glenadal pointed out. ‘To those
         who don’t want to be ruled some day by Hablet’s get, Barnardo Eaglespike is an eminently reasonable alternative.’
      

      
      ‘He’d strip the country bare in five years,’ Laran said.

      
      ‘But he’s Hythrun,’ Glenadal reminded them. ‘A lot of people would rather be raped by one of their own than a foreigner.’

      
      ‘Raped is still raped, Glenadal.’
      

      
      ‘Why can’t we just marry the High Prince’s sister to a Hythrun then?’ Nash asked.

      
      ‘Who?’ Laran scoffed. ‘Any man foolish enough to make an offer for Marla Wolfblade needs an army the size of Medalon’s to
         back him up and more wealth than any one province owns. That’s what makes Hablet’s offer so attractive to Lernen. The Fardohnyan
         king is richer than a god and has access to a standing army bigger than the population of Greenharbour.’
      

      
      ‘Besides, the only unmarried Warlord in Hythria is you, Laran,’ Glenadal reminded them. ‘And you’re not even sure they’re
         going to let you have Krakandar yet.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I should make an offer for her?’ Nash laughed. ‘I’ll be a Warlord soon. And she’s really quite stunning, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you think your father might have something to say about that?’ Laran suggested. ‘He was looking pretty hale and hearty
         earlier this evening. I’m not sure he’d be too pleased to hear you announcing that you’re soon to replace him.’
      

      
      ‘Well, maybe soon is a bit of an exaggeration,’ Nash conceded. ‘But it’s kind of tempting for a patriotic Hythrun, don’t you think? The chance
         to father the next High Prince? Particularly if all it requires is a brave man willing to take a beautiful, well-trained princess
         to his bed.’
      

      
      ‘A sacrifice a noble and selfless Royalist such as you would be more than willing to make, I suppose?’ Laran asked with a wry
         smile.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Nash agreed. ‘I’m renowned for my selfless devotion to the cause.’

      
      Glenadal smiled. ‘I’d not joke about it too loudly, if I were you, Nashan Hawksword. Nobody has much of a sense of humour
         when it comes to the succession.’
      

      
      ‘It’s probably a foolish notion,’ Nash sighed. ‘Besides, I’m waiting for Riika to grow up.’

      
      ‘You’ll be waiting a long time before I let you near my daughter,’ Glenadal chuckled, slapping the young man on the back. ‘Anyway, she hates you.’
      

      
      ‘Did she tell you that?’

      
      ‘No. I decided it for her.’

      
      ‘Help me, Laran!’ Nash begged, turning to his friend for support. ‘He’s not being fair!’

      
      ‘Help you get your hands on my innocent little sister?’ Laran asked with a wink at his stepfather. ‘Are you forgetting how
         well I know you, Nash?’
      

      
      ‘I would treat her like a queen!’ Nash promised.

      
      ‘Isn’t that what you told that court’esa last night?’
      

      
      ‘Laran!’
      

      
      The Warlord laughed. ‘Keep trying, Nashan. I like you. One day I may even let you stand in the same room as Riika without
         an armed escort. But don’t hold your breath.’
      

      
      Nash opened his mouth to object but the words never came. Over his shoulder, a door to one of the anterooms opened. The movement
         caught his eye and they all turned to see what was happening. A young girl dressed in a swirl of lavender silk emerged from
         the room followed by an elegant, black-robed sorcerer.
      

      
      ‘Ye gods,’ Laran breathed in awe. ‘Who is that?’
      

      
      ‘That,’ Nashan replied, ‘is Marla Wolfblade.’

      
      ‘You weren’t joking when you said she was stunning.’

      
      ‘I know. I think I’m in love,’ Nash declared, clutching his hand dramatically over his heart.

      
      Laran shook his head and looked at his stepfather, rolling his eyes. ‘He said that to a court’esa last night, too.’
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      The first thing Marla saw when she emerged from the anteroom was Nashan Hawksword staring at her with open admiration, his
         hand on his heart. Behind him were two older men. One she recognised as the Warlord of Sunrise Province. The other man, she
         didn’t know. Nash took his hand from his heart, picked up his wine and raised his glass in her direction.
      

      
      She thought her heart might shatter into a million fragments at the sight of him.

      
      ‘That’s Nashan Hawksword,’ Lady Tesha explained. ‘The son of Lord Hawksword, the Warlord of Elasapine. It would be rude not
         to acknowledge his greeting.’
      

      
      ‘It’s rude to farm me out like a prize brood mare,’ Marla retorted petulantly. ‘That doesn’t seem to bother anyone.’

      
      Tesha ignored her comment, taking her arm to lead her forward to greet the Warlords.

      
      ‘Lady Tesha,’ the Warlord of Sunrise said with a gracious bow as they approached. ‘How lovely to see you again. And with such
         a charming companion.’
      

      
      ‘Allow me to introduce her royal highness, Marla Wolfblade,’ Tesha said. ‘Marla, I believe you already know Glenadal Ravenspear.
         This is Nashan Hawksword, son of the Warlord of Elasapine, and Lord Laran Krakenshield, the Warlord of Krakandar.’
      

      
      ‘I had the honour of meeting her highness earlier,’ Nash said, taking her hand. He kissed her palm, sending a shiver down
         her spine, then handed her over to Laran Krakenshield.
      

      
      Laran bowed politely, taking Marla’s hand, kissing her palm also, although far more properly than Nash had done. He was very
         tall, with dark hair, blue eyes and features too stern to be called handsome. ‘Lady Tesha exaggerates, your highness. I’m
         not actually the Warlord of anything yet.’
      

      
      Marla smiled, trying to give the impression she cared. She had no interest in Laran Krakenshield.

      
      ‘Surely your appointment as Warlord of Krakandar is a mere formality, my lord?’ Tesha asked.

      
      ‘Nothing in Hythria is a mere formality,’ Laran replied. ‘As you should know, my lady.’

      
      The comment caught Marla’s attention. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Just that nothing is ever certain until it’s done, your highness. Not in this country, at any rate.’

      
      ‘But Krakandar is your birthright, is it not? What could go wrong?’

      
      Nash laughed, amused by her innocent question. ‘Any number of things could go awry, your highness. It’s the nature of life
         to be uncertain. That’s what makes it so interesting.’
      

      
      Maybe he was right. Maybe nothing was certain, after all. Maybe there was some hope for a future that didn’t involve a loveless,
         lonely existence in a foreign country, far from everything she knew and loved.
      

      
      ‘If uncertainty is your guiding principle, Nash,’ Lord Ravenspear chuckled, ‘I wonder how you manage to get anything done.’

      
      ‘Well, mostly it’s just luck, I think.’

      
      ‘You’re a follower of Jondalup, Lord Hawksword?’ Marla asked, hoping she didn’t sound like she was simply fishing for any pathetic excuse to stand here and talk to him. ‘The God of Chance?’
      

      
      ‘Actually, I’ve always fancied myself a follower of Kalianah first, your highness,’ Nash told her with a mischievous smile.
         ‘I tend to pray to the other gods as the need arises.’
      

      
      ‘Which would account for why they seem to ignore you so regularly,’ Glenadal remarked. ‘Pay no attention to him, Marla. Nashan
         Hawksword is a rogue and I’ll not let him or my stepson corrupt you any further. Come!’ he ordered, offering her his arm.
         ‘Walk with me. My wife is back home in Cabradell so we’ll get all the gossips talking about what you’re doing hanging off
         the arm of an old beast like me.’
      

      
      Marla liked Glenadal Ravenspear. He had always been kind to her and was one of the few who ever bothered to visit her at Highcastle.
         Her cousins’ estate was located within the borders of Sunrise; her Aunt Lydia was married to Frederak Branador, one of the
         vassals of the Ravenspear family. Marla took the Warlord’s arm and smiled hopefully at Tesha.
      

      
      ‘Is that all right with you, Lady Tesha?’

      
      ‘I suppose you’re as safe with the Warlord of Sunrise as any other man in this hall,’ the sorcerer remarked. ‘You will keep
         her safe, won’t you, Glenadal?’
      

      
      ‘Like she was my own child,’ the Warlord promised.

      
      ‘I notice you didn’t actually bring your own child to Greenharbour for the Convocation,’ Tesha pointed out – a little annoyed, Marla thought.
      

      
      ‘Riika will make her debut into society when I deem her ready, Lady Tesha. Never fear. In the meantime, I have a princess
         to escort and a great number of dirty old men to turn green with envy.’
      

      
      Without waiting for Tesha to reply, Glenadal led Marla away, holding her arm. He escorted her from the tables, through the
         crush, towards the balcony doors at the far end of the hall.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      ‘For what?’
      

      
      ‘Rescuing me from Lady Tesha.’

      
      ‘Did you need rescuing?’ the Warlord asked curiously.

      
      Marla sighed heavily. ‘You have no idea.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, I think I do. You’ve heard the news about the Fardohnyan offer, I take it?’

      
      She nodded mutely, afraid that if she said anything she might start to cry. Nash had been swallowed by the crowd. She couldn’t
         even see him in the crush.
      

      
      ‘It’s a tempting offer, lass.’

      
      She forced herself to stop searching the sea of faces for another glimpse of Nash and concentrated on what Glenadal was saying.
         ‘What? Of course.’
      

      
      ‘Your brother’s going to find it hard to refuse.’

      
      ‘Can’t you speak to him?’
      

      
      ‘And tell him what, child? They’re murdering his friends in broad daylight now. Hablet’s offer is just what he needs to hold
         off Barnardo’s push for the throne. You don’t think he’s going to turn his back on an opportunity like that for the sake of
         his sister’s feelings, do you?’
      

      
      ‘It’s cruel,’ Marla insisted. ‘And inhuman.’

      
      ‘It’s politics,’ Glenadal shrugged.

      
      ‘But … what if I love someone else?’

      
      The Warlord laughed. ‘Love’s got nothing to do with it, child. You’re a princess of the blood royal. You don’t have that luxury.
         If it’s romance you want, buy yourself a handsome young court’esa to keep you amused.’ When he noticed Marla’s scowl he smiled. ‘Come, lass, it’s not that bad. By the time you’ve been married
         five years, Hablet will have a score of wives, anyway. You probably won’t even need to visit his bed once you’ve given him
         a son.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not going to give him a son. I hope he never has a son. I hate him.’

      
      The Warlord glanced around nervously. ‘Be careful what you wish for, Marla. Careless curses can come true.’

      
      ‘Good.’
      

      
      He shook his head sadly. ‘It’s a hard thing, Marla, when you learn who it is that you have to marry. I remember wanting to
         kill myself when I was presented to my first wife.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Glenadal chuckled. ‘Because she was so damned self-righteous. And ugly.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you?’

      
      ‘Kill myself? I had a duty, lass. A duty to my family. To my province. My vassals. To my people.’

      
      ‘I hate duty. I hate being a princess. I wish I was like Lady Jeryma. At least she got a choice.’

      
      ‘You think so? Shows how much you know! When I married Laran’s mother, I was forced to keep her away from anything sharp for
         quite some time after the wedding.’
      

      
      Marla was shocked. ‘You did not!’

      
      ‘I swear it on my only daughter’s head.’

      
      ‘I always thought you and Lady Jeryma were really happy together.’

      
      ‘We are now,’ he agreed. ‘But it took time. And sometimes it never happens at all. I hated my first wife right up until the
         day she died giving birth to my only legitimate son who lived for about three breaths longer than she did. I hated her for
         that, too.’
      

      
      Marla smiled thinly. ‘Are you telling me this to make me feel better, Lord Ravenspear? Or worse?’

      
      ‘I’m telling you this to remind you how futile it is for you to fight this, lass. Lernen needs you married to someone who
         can prop up his very shaky position. You might as well accept that and move on. There is no other choice for you.’
      

      
      ‘Lord Palenovar promised me he’d try to find a way out of it.’

      
      The Warlord shook his head. ‘That was a foolish promise Kagan knows he can’t keep.’

      
      ‘But he’s the High Arrion.’
      

      
      ‘Aye. But he’s a sorcerer, not a miracle worker. Still, he’s a Royalist at heart, and I suppose he doesn’t want you married
         to a Fardohnyan any more than I do. I suspect if there was some other way, Kagan would have found it by now. Don’t cling to
         false hope, Marla. It’ll just hurt more in the end.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t the two of you get together and do something? I mean, he’s your brother-in-law, isn’t he? Surely, with the most important
         Royalists supporting the High Arrion, if you spoke to Lernen—’
      

      
      ‘Marla, there’s no point,’ he said, with a squeeze of her hand, dashing her hopes with his sympathetic smile. ‘Unless a miracle
         on the scale of the Harshini suddenly returning from exile after a hundred and fifty years happens in the next week or so,
         you’ll be married to Hablet of Fardohnya by the end of the year, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.’
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      The ballroom of the High Prince’s palace in Greenharbour could comfortably accommodate two or three thousand people. It did
         not make it a large room. It just meant the inevitable meeting between Alija Eaglespike and Laran Krakenshield took a little
         longer than either of them expected.
      

      
      Alija would have preferred to speak to Laran alone, but she couldn’t risk letting Barnardo out of her sight. A conversation
         with Laran was long overdue. She’d not spoken to him alone since the day she’d accepted Barnardo’s proposal of marriage. In
         five years she had never once had an opportunity to explain her actions to him. It was probably too late now. And even if
         she had the opportunity, would Laran understand? He was a staunch Royalist; one of those people who believed you supported
         the High Prince, even when it was wrong. If Lernen Wolfblade was the legal successor, then Laran Krakenshield would support
         him, even if he knew the man was a perverted fool with no interest in ruling his country.
      

      
      Of course, there were others who supported Lernen Wolfblade because they quite liked the idea of a High Prince who was a perverted fool with no interest in ruling his country. Alija despised them for it, although
         she well understood the reason. The High Prince’s inaction left the Warlords with a free hand to do as they pleased.
      

      
      ‘Lord Krakenshield!’ Barnardo bellowed when he spied Laran, making Alija wince. Barnardo had no inkling about her previous
         relationship with Laran. He’d been too blinded by the idea that a beautiful young sorcerer was interested in him to enquire
         too closely about any rivals for her affection.
      

      
      ‘Lord Eaglespike. Lady Alija.’ Laran’s tone was polite and neutral.

      
      ‘All ready to become a Warlord, then?’ Barnardo chuckled, slapping the taller man on the back. ‘I should threaten not to support
         you at the Convocation and make you offer me a bribe, eh?’
      

      
      Alija closed her eyes for a moment, wishing the ground would open up and swallow her. Or better yet, swallow Barnardo. She
         knew he was joking. Laran probably knew it, too. But he was talking loud enough to be heard halfway across the ballroom. Alija
         had spent months trying to sell Barnardo to the other Warlords as an honest man; a man with a much higher level of personal
         integrity than the incumbent High Prince. Jokes like that did nothing to aid her cause.
      

      
      Laran smiled politely. ‘It’s a good thing I know you’re only teasing, Lord Eaglespike. I’m not sure what I could offer as
         a bribe to a man who has everything.’ He looked at Alija pointedly, daring her to react.
      

      
      She didn’t flinch from his gaze. ‘I’m sure my husband would be mightily offended by the mere suggestion of a bribe,’ she replied,
         also loud enough to be overheard. ‘He will support you, Lord Krakenshield, because you are the legal heir and, more importantly,
         the best man for the job. To support you for any other reason would be unconscionable.’
      

      
      Before Laran or Barnardo could reply, they were disturbed by the arrival of Nashan Hawksword, who barrelled into their midst with no inkling of the discussion he was interrupting.
         On his arm was a fair-haired girl, no more than fifteen or sixteen, her face flushed from dancing, her blue eyes aglow with
         excitement every time she glanced at her companion.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Laran!’ he laughed. ‘Find a partner! They’re about to start the Novera!’
      

      
      The Novera was a peasant dance that had recently become popular among the young nobility of Greenharbour. It involved a great deal of
         foot stamping, hand clapping, partner swapping and laughter. Alija had seen it performed at a number of functions this year
         and been rather amused by the scandalised matrons who considered the whole thing raucous and unseemly.
      

      
      ‘Oh! Hello, Alija!’ Nash said, suddenly noticing Laran was not alone. ‘And Barnardo! This is Marla.’

      
      He pulled the young woman forward as he introduced her. The girl curtsied, a little awkwardly, and giggled. She appeared to
         have consumed rather a lot of wine. Alija stared at her in shock. ‘Marla Wolfblade?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Nash declared. ‘I forgot, she’s your cousin, isn’t she, Barnardo? There you go, your highness! You said you
         wanted to meet them, and here they are! Lord and Lady Eaglespike!’
      

      
      ‘You’re not what I expected, Lady Alija,’ Marla said with another giggle, clinging to Nash’s arm possessively.

      
      ‘Neither are you,’ Alija replied, still shocked to meet Lernen’s sister like this. She was a pretty little thing, all doe-eyed
         innocence and come-ravish-me charm. Alija guessed Marla had yet to be trained by a court’esa. No young woman with the benefit of a court’esa education would act so foolishly in public. And certainly not with a young man who could be considered a serious contender
         for her hand when there were negotiations well underway to marry her to a foreign king. Where were her minders? Where were the people who should be watching over her. making sure something like
         this wouldn’t – couldn’t – happen?
      

      
      ‘We shall have to get together soon, Marla,’ Alija suggested with a friendly smile. ‘We are cousins, after all, if only by
         marriage. I suppose you don’t have many female friends in Greenharbour.’
      

      
      ‘Hardly any,’ Marla admitted. ‘Well, none … actually.’

      
      ‘Then I shall see your brother and arrange for us to go shopping, perhaps? You really shouldn’t miss out on all the fun of
         the city just because you don’t know anyone here.’
      

      
      ‘That would be … nice.’ Marla seemed a little uncertain. Lernen had probably convinced the poor girl that Alija was the demon
         child, or something equally frightening. It amused Alija to make friends with the princess. And it would irritate the hell
         out of Lernen and Kagan Palenovar.
      

      
      ‘Well, you two can plan shopping trips later,’ Nash announced. ‘Right now, you need to find a partner for the Novera, Laran. What about you, Alija?’
      

      
      Nash was smiling at her, fully aware of what he was suggesting. Barnardo might not know of her relationship with Laran, but
         Nash certainly did and he was enjoying the opportunity to work a bit of mischief.
      

      
      Alija sighed regretfully. ‘I couldn’t possibly, Nash—’

      
      ‘Yes, you can, dearest,’ Barnardo assured her loudly. ‘It’s all the rage, I hear, but far too boisterous for me. Here, Laran,
         dance with her!’
      

      
      ‘I’ve no wish to force the Lady Alija into anything she doesn’t want,’ Laran said gallantly as Barnardo thrust her into his
         arms.
      

      
      ‘Nonsense!’ Barnardo laughed. ‘She’s just saying that so I won’t feel bad.’

      
      He smiled cheerily at his wife, delighted he was able to arrange this opportunity for her to let her hair down.

      
      Idiot.
      

      
      ‘Off you go, my dear. Have a little fun. I’m sure your reputation will be safe with Laran.’

      
      In the end, there seemed little point in objecting. With some reluctance, Alija allowed Laran to lead her onto the dance floor
         in Nash and Marla’s wake. As they took their places, the princess was staring up at Nash as if there was no other person in
         the whole world. Interesting.
      

      
      ‘I never thought I’d find you in my arms again,’ Laran remarked as they found room among the lines of dancers.

      
      Alija turned from Marla and Nash and looked up at Laran. He had his arm around her waist and she could feel the lean strength
         of him through the itchy black robes she wore.
      

      
      ‘Don’t get too used it, Laran. My husband might object.’

      
      Laran smiled briefly, but it never reached his eyes. ‘Ah, your husband … I hear you recently bore him another son.’

      
      ‘Serrin,’ Alija confirmed, thinking her children a safe topic. ‘He’s nearly six months old.’

      
      ‘You’ve really outdone yourself, Alija. A respected member of the Sorcerers’ Collective. A Warlord’s wife. Mother of two healthy
         boys. Now what? Are you planning to be the next High Arrion? Ah, but that’s right! You’re planning to be the next High Princess, aren’t you?’
      

      
      ‘At least we’d have a High Princess,’ she retorted, a little hurt but not really surprised by his scathing tone. ‘That will never happen while
         Lernen sits on the throne.’
      

      
      ‘And you think that gives you the right to unseat him?’

      
      ‘Is that what you think?’ she asked curiously. ‘I’m doing this because I want to be High Princess of Hythria?’

      
      ‘Is there another reason? It surely can’t be because you think Barnardo is a better man than Lernen.’

      
      ‘Your average beggar on the streets is a better man than Lernen Wolfblade, Laran. Don’t insult me by pretending you don’t
         know it.’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t give you the right to replace him, Alija. Lernen Wolfblade is the legally anointed High Prince. To take any
         action to change that, either by assassinating him or replacing him with his cousin, would be wrong.’
      

      
      ‘And leaving such a reprobate on the throne is right?’
      

      
      ‘In the short term, perhaps, it may be difficult,’ he conceded. ‘But Hythria’s security in the long term is threatened more
         by what you’re trying to do than anything Lernen is up to.’
      

      
      ‘You think a Hythrun heir spawned by Hablet of Fardohnya isn’t a long-term threat to this nation? What world do you inhabit,
         Laran? It can’t be the same one I’m living in. In my world, we’re on the fast road to oblivion, either by the hand of the
         fool who currently claims the title of High Prince, or the deal he’s about to do with a man we know we can’t trust. Where
         exactly in all that is the long-term security of Hythria you’re so determined to protect?’
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