



  [image: cover]











  [image: ]












  




  For Timothy—


  may your life be rich and


  full of good times.




  SIMON AND SCHUSTER


  First published in Great Britain in 2006 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  A CBS COMPANY




  Text copyright © Mark Robson 2006


  Cover illustration by Geoff Taylor © Simon & Schuster 2006


  Cover title design by www.blacksheep-uk.com




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Mark Robson to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and

  Patents Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  Africa House


  64–78 Kingsway


  London WC2B 6AH




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-0186-0


  ISBN-10: 1-416-90186-8


  eBook: 978-1-4711-1655-1




  www.markrobsonauthor.com




  www.simonsays.co.uk




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Typeset by Rowland Phototypesetting Ltd,


  Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk


  Printed and bound in Great Britain by Cox & Wyman Ltd, Reading Berks




  






  




  [image: ]




  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  In Shandrim, Capital City of Shandar




  REYNIK – Legionnaire of the General’s Elite Legion. One of only two such elite Legionnaires yet to reach their eighteenth birthdays.




  TRENNON – Legionnaire of the elite First Legion.




  SIDIS – File Leader of the elite First Legion. Companion to Femke during her journey to Thrandor.




  FEMKE – Talented young spy for the Emperor of Shandar. Mistress of disguise.




  TYMM – Legionnaire of the elite First Legion. Friend of Reynik




  NELEK – Veteran Legionnaire of the General’s Elite Legion.




  LORD TREMARLE – Powerful ‘old school’ Lord of Shandar. Father of Lord Danar.




  LORD LACEDIAN – ‘Old school’ Lord of Shandar. Best friend of Lord Tremarle.




  LORD DANAR – A handsome young playboy of the Imperial Court. Only son of Lord Tremarle, a powerful ‘old school’ Lord. Killed by Shalidar during Femke’s

  mission in Mantor.




  LORD FERDAND – Master Spy. Mentor of Femke. Missing, presumed dead for two years. Now the Guildmaster of the Guild of Assassins.




  OTHER ASSASSINS – Brothers: Scorpion, Firedrake, Falcon (deceased), Viper, Cougar, Fox Bear, Dragon, Wolf Spider.




  SURABAR – Ex-military General of the Shandese Legions, now Emperor of Shandar.




  SHALIDAR – Member of the Guild of Assassins (Brother Dragon) and long-time adversary of Femke.




  LADY ALYSSA – A phantom. That is, an alias of Femke. A spoilt young woman known to be the daughter of a rich merchant Lord from a coastal city.




  VERSANDE MATTHIASON – Proprietor of The Silver Chalice, a high class inn located in the centre of Shandrim.




  RIKALA – Dressmaker and friend of Versande Matthiason.




  LORD KEMPTEN – ‘Old school’ Lord of Shandar. Regent of the Shandese Empire in Emperor Surabar’s absence.




  LADY KEMPTEN – Gracious lady wife of Lord Kempten. Known affectionately as Izzie by her husband.




  COMMANDER SATERIS – Commander of the Shandese First Legion.




  COMMANDER VASCILLY – Legion Commander who gives daily reports to the Emperor.




  ANEKI – A servant to Serrius, retired gladiator of Shandrim.




  SERRIUS – A deadly gladiator. Reputed to be the best swordsman ever to fight in the Shandese arena. Retired. Tutor to Reynik.




  DERRYN – An ageing street entertainer and expert knife thrower. Tutor to Reynik.




  DEVARUSSO – The debonair leader of Shandrim’s foremost band of actors. Tutor to Reynik.




  DIKARIS – File Second to Sidis in the elite First Legion. Stickler for discipline and personal hygiene.




  TOOMAS – An unscrupulous tattle tout.




  SHANTELLA – True name of Brother Fox – the only female member of the Guild of Assassins.




  JARRON – A guard at the house of Lord Lacedian.




  DAKREAS – A guard at the house of Lord Lacedian.




  SASSO – A servant of Lord Tremarle.




  MERRIK – A lord of Shandar.




  SHEDRICK – An informant – agent of Femke.




  LUTALO – Legion Commander. Assigned to the elite First Legion after the assassination of Commander Sateris. Father of Reynik.




  TAM – A legionnaire.




  JURRE – A servant in the Guild complex.




  GAETAN – A wagoneer.
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  CHAPTER ONE





  ‘Well, lads! What do we have here? If it isn’t the Emperor’s golden boy returned from his holidays. Did you have a nice time in Thrandor, Reynik? Did you

  bring us all presents?’




  All eyes in the barrack tent turned to focus on the young man in the doorway. He met their combined gaze with a confidence at odds with his years. Reynik had yet to celebrate his eighteenth

  birthday, but already he was no stranger to military action. During his first ceremonial guard duty there had been a skirmish with traitorous rebels. Reynik’s skill at arms during the

  fighting had brought him to the attention of the Emperor, who had then chosen him for a special escort mission. The acid welcome at Reynik’s return was no more than he had expected.




  ‘Thrandor was hell! Fine wines, beautiful girls and a luxurious room with my own bathtub – a complete nightmare. You’d have hated it, boys,’ he responded, his grin making

  him look more a boy than a man. ‘I spent all my money on memories, so you’ll just have to make do with my stories as gifts.’




  ‘Bah, you wouldn’t know what to do with a beautiful girl if she came with written instructions!’ one of the older men spat.




  ‘At least they didn’t worry about over-exciting me for fear of my heart packing up, Trennon,’ Reynik retorted swiftly.




  There was a round of general laughter at that. Reynik was relieved. Outwardly he strove to give the impression of confidence. Inside, he trembled. He knew from his recent training that anything

  perceived by the group as special treatment made for bad feeling. His father had taught him group dynamics well. He knew that brazening it out was the best way to tackle the situation.




  If he could tell them the real story of what had happened in Thrandor, then his re-acceptance by his fellow soldiers might be easier to achieve. Sadly he was sworn to secrecy. The

  Emperor had made it clear to both himself and Sidis that they were not to discuss the events of their trip with anyone. Sidis had been a miserable companion for the entire duration. Given that he

  was a File Leader and Reynik was a junior Legionnaire, Reynik had hoped that Sidis would take time to teach him something new of soldiering during their journey. He had not. He had been sullen and

  unfriendly throughout. After he witnessed Reynik tackle an assassin in front of the entire Thrandorian Royal Court, the File Leader’s disinterest in progressing Reynik’s soldiering

  skills turned to active obstruction. During the return journey Sidis had been all but unbearable.




  ‘If only Sidis was more friendly,’ he thought. Having someone, anyone who he could talk to about the time in Thrandor would have helped. The only person with whom he could talk about

  the trip was Femke, the Imperial Spy who had posed as the Shandese Ambassador, and that was awkward on several levels. Thoughts of Femke were not helpful. They were distracting and he knew he had

  to keep his focus. He had to show his fellow soldiers that he had not lost his identity as a member of the group.




  Reynik heaved his heavy pack in through the opening of the tent and put it in the nearest corner, to the left of the entrance flaps. The spot closest to the door flap was the worst in the tent.

  It was the draughtiest, the most difficult to keep clean, and the place liable for the most disturbances during the sleeping hours.




  ‘So, what’s Thrandor really like, Reynik?’ asked one of the other more junior soldiers.




  ‘Much like Shandar, Tymm,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘The trip was pretty boring for the most part. File Leader Sidis and I got to play nursemaid for an Ambassador during the

  journey. When we got there, we were largely left to our own devices until it was time to come home again. I got to see a fair bit of Mantor, which was good fun. The Royal Guards in the Thrandorian

  Palace were up for a bit of weapon play, so I learned one or two new tricks. Aside from that, it was as dull as a duty watch in the early hours.’




  ‘In other words, a holiday then,’ grunted Nelek from the back of the tent. ‘You’d better not have gained any bad habits or sloppy ways, youngster. If the File Leader

  picks us up for anything on your account, there’ll be hell to pay.’




  ‘Welcome back, Reynik,’ Tymm muttered quietly with raised eyebrows, making sure that the comment was quiet enough for Nelek not to catch it. The rest remained silent and appeared to

  lose interest in his return.




  ‘I’ll do my best not to let anyone down,’ Reynik said, emptying his travel pack and constructing his narrow canvas bed. It would take some time to be fully accepted again. In

  the meantime, he knew he had to concentrate on the basics of soldiering and blend back into the background.




  All Legionnaires were trained to look after themselves in every sphere of life. There were standard ways of making up a bed, of storing one’s clothes, of cutting one’s hair and of

  cleaning one’s personal kit. There was even a ‘Legion Standard’ way of making one’s cup of klah in the morning. To become a Legionnaire was to become more than just a

  soldier; it involved taking on a whole way of life. For Reynik, the Legion standards were something he felt born to. He had learned many of them at his father’s knee since he had first begun

  to walk and talk.




  Reynik’s was a distinguished military family that boasted generations of fine soldiers. Most recently, both his father and uncle had been Legion Commanders, the highest military rank

  barring General that a soldier could aspire to. His father was still a serving Commander, but an assassin had killed his uncle some years ago.




  Reynik had witnessed his uncle’s murder and had seen the man who killed him. He had never expected to see the killer again, but recent events had caused their paths to cross. He now knew

  the man’s name was Shalidar. Having recognised the assassin, he had hoped to avenge his uncle, but the chance had not materialised. His consolation was that he and Ambassador Femke had foiled

  Shalidar’s attempt to dissolve the peace talks.




  The assassin was still on the run. No one was sure how, but he had eluded all pursuit and escaped the Royal Palace in Mantor. Reynik was quietly pleased at this, for whilst foiling

  Shalidar’s plans had held a certain satisfaction, it had not sated Reynik’s desire for revenge. He wanted to face the assassin blade to blade. He wanted Shalidar to understand why his

  hatred for the man burned so deep. Then, and only then, he would kill him – if he could.




  It was unlikely that Shalidar would be foolish enough to return to the Shandese capital. The Emperor had put a bounty on the assassin’s head large enough to keep any sane man away.

  Shalidar was not mad. On the contrary, he was one of the most calculating men that Reynik had ever met. As Reynik was not at liberty to pursue him, thoughts of vengeance appeared futile.




  ‘Atten . . . shun!’




  The File Leader’s voice boomed into the tent, causing an instant response. Everyone sprang to attention at the end of his bed space, upright and taut.




  ‘Form up outside. One minute. Move! Move!’




  The men spun again and began gathering relevant kit. Fortunately for Reynik, he was already dressed in all his gear. All he needed to do was to strap on his sword and he was ready. He used the

  few extra spare seconds to re-secure the straps on his pack. Then he stowed it neatly next to his bed space.




  Once outside, the Legionnaires formed three ranks swiftly and silently. The File Seconds checked the spacing before taking up position ready for the File Leader’s briefing. Reynik assumed

  his old position in the back rank, and the others rearranged themselves accordingly.




  Tent city for the Legions was located outside the South West Quarter of Shandrim. It was beginning to feel like a permanent extension of the city. Rows upon rows of canvas constructs were set

  out with exacting precision. The plan had been to camp briefly, draft in conscripts and then to mount an invasion of Thrandor. Instead, the men were being used to supplement the city militia and

  maintain public order in the aftermath of a dramatic change of Emperor. The capital was still reeling from the strange sequence of events that had led to a General taking the Imperial Mantle.




  The new Emperor was General Surabar, founder of the elite Legion to which Reynik belonged. The soldiers revered him as a leader, so they had good reason to aid him in securing his rule. There

  had been no coup. However, now that a distinguished soldier with a reputation for being honourable and fair had taken over leadership of the Empire, they were keen to see him keep it.




  Those members of the Legion participating in today’s exercise marched out in ten groups of sixty to the huge training grounds at the edge of the tented area. The rest of the men were all

  on duty around the city. A File Leader led each group of sixty, and there was a drummer at the front of every second group beating out the cadence of the marching pace.




  It felt strange for Reynik to be marching to the training grounds again. After the extended period away from the Legion it felt good to be back. When they reached the training grounds, the File

  Leaders each briefed their group on the schedule of training for the morning. Reynik’s group was ordered to start with individual weapons practice, then move to the drill area for manoeuvre

  training.




  Reynik gritted his teeth when he was paired with Nelek. The veteran was an excellent swordsman, but he had never been friendly towards Reynik. The man appeared to enjoy inflicting pain on the

  younger members of the Legion.




  Reynik knew the next half hour would be hard work. He was under no illusions as to who was the superior swordsman. Nelek moved with incredible speed and grace. He also had the instincts of a

  killer. The veteran had survived several battles during his career, despite having been in the thick of the fighting for hours. When Reynik had first joined the Legion, one of the more friendly

  veterans had recounted a tale of Nelek in the grip of battle fury. The man had claimed to have witnessed Nelek carve his way through a mass of fighters as if they were so many dead trees to be

  chopped down. Whether the story was true, or exaggerated, made little difference. The fact remained that he was a truly talented fighter. What Reynik needed to know right now was his weaknesses,

  not his strengths.




  ‘You and me then, Nelek,’ Reynik said brightly, hoping to spark some sort of response.




  Nelek grunted, grabbing two training swords from the pile and tossing one to Reynik. They moved into a suitable space and faced one another.




  ‘How would you like to warm up?’ Reynik asked, rolling his shoulders to limber them in preparation for the punishment he anticipated ahead.




  Nelek gave no answer. Instead he attacked. He gave no warning. He just launched straight into a barrage of hard, fast strikes with his wooden blade. Instinct and lightning fast reactions were

  all that saved Reynik from a mass of bruises in the first few seconds. The veteran was hitting with full force.




  Leaping away from Nelek in an effort to regain some poise and balance, Reynik found he was instantly pursued. Nelek was not giving him space to think. The barrage of strokes continued and

  started to get past Reynik’s guard. He took a sharp rap to the ribs and a second on the arm, but there was no let up. Nelek showed no external signs of spite or anger. If he had, then Reynik

  would have yelled the yield call that would have forced the man to stop his attack. But Reynik was not ready to yield.




  It occurred to Reynik that Nelek was trying to prove something. But what? It did not matter. If this had been a real fight with proper blades, Reynik would already have been severely wounded,

  perhaps mortally. But it was a training bout. There were rules. Nelek had already broken one by neglecting to salute. Would he break more? Reynik decided to find out.




  Leaping backwards again in apparent retreat, Reynik anticipated that Nelek would continue his relentless pursuit. This time, though, rather than looking for breathing space, Reynik used the

  momentary disengagement to change his stance and deliberately leave his head vulnerable to attack. Nelek took the bait and swung at the side of Reynik’s head. Reynik blocked the stroke and

  then executed his premeditated plan. He had deliberately landed such that his weight was forward. As the wooden swords met, he spun under and inside Nelek’s guard to drive the elbow of his

  left arm up into the man’s solar plexus.




  It was a trick that one of the Thrandorian Guards had played on him during a practice bout at the Royal Palace in Mantor. It proved as successful for Reynik as it had for the Thrandorian. Nelek

  doubled over, only to have his face meet the back of Reynik’s fist, which rapped the bridge of his nose firmly enough to bring more pain. Nelek staggered back. Before he had a chance to

  recover, Reynik had disarmed him and placed his practice blade against the veteran’s throat.




  ‘That’s quite enough of that,’ a stern voice interjected.




  Reynik backed away from Nelek and saluted before turning to face the File Leader. Sidis was looking on with a face like thunder. ‘Nothing new there,’ Reynik thought grimly.




  ‘What exactly do you think you’re playing at, Reynik?’ Sidis asked, his voice filled with outrage and fury. ‘This is a training ground. We do not deliberately attempt to

  inflict injuries on our training partners here. You are a Legionnaire, not a back street brawler. You deliberately struck Nelek in the face. Blows to the head are strictly forbidden for good

  reason, Reynik. If you think you are above the rules because of your recent mission, then think again. You are hereby placed on restrictions for seven days. Additionally, you are designated to

  jacks duty for the same period. Maybe a week of digging toilet trenches will grind some sense of reality into you. If I see you do anything like that again, I’ll not hesitate to have you

  transferred out of the Legion. We harbour no snakes here.’




  Reynik said nothing. He looked the File Leader in the eye and saluted him, but he did so in the most perfunctory manner. Sidis turned and stalked off.




  Inside, Reynik was seething, but there was nothing he could do. He knew Sidis well enough to know that the man already disliked him. Protesting would only make matters worse. The fact that Nelek

  had struck at his head with a training sword mere seconds before was irrelevant. All he could do was to accept the punishment and try to avoid further altercations.




  ‘Amazing!’ he thought, sick to the stomach. ‘I’ve been back little more than an hour and already I’m in a whole mess of trouble!’




  ‘Ready for another bout, boy?’ Nelek sneered.




  For a moment, anger erupted inside Reynik as if someone had lit a heavily oiled torch in his belly. He clamped down on the feeling with an iron discipline, replacing the heat of anger with a

  cold, calculating fury. He turned to face Nelek with an icy stare that looked strange on the face of one so young. For a moment the veteran’s snide grin froze on his face, but he was quick to

  cover up the discomfort. The trickle of blood from his nose was Reynik’s one consolation. ‘It was a shame I didn’t hit Nelek a fraction higher,’ he thought. ‘A

  finger’s width higher and he would probably have sported double black eyes.’




  With a mocking salute, Nelek initiated a new fight and Reynik knew that there was to be no mercy from his opponent now.




  The trumpet call to signal the change of discipline could not come fast enough. By the end of the session, Reynik had taken so many blows to his arms and body that he fully expected to be black

  and blue by the evening. The following drill session was agony. Trying to maintain a stiff, smart stance after having been battered with a wooden training sword for half an hour was no small

  challenge. He could feel the File Leader’s eyes following him during the session. The sour old soldier was watching for him to put a foot wrong, ready to pounce on him like a cat on a rodent

  that had been a trifle too brave.




  Reynik did not oblige him. Somehow he survived to the end of the session without fault, though it took every ounce of concentration he possessed. Even during the march back to tent city, he knew

  he could not relax. The sensation of being watched was relentless. It had never been this bad before. Neither during training, nor when he had first joined the unit, had he been forced to endure

  such scrutiny.




  If he had been able to focus on anything other than keeping in step and swinging his arms to the regulation height, whilst maintaining the perfect distance from the man in front of him, Reynik

  might have noticed the first signs of spring around him as they marched back to the tents. The air was crisp, but had lost much of the bite of winter. The hedgerows were beginning to show the first

  buds of green whilst the sun rode a shade higher in the sky. But the only elements of the change in season that made any impact were the negative ones. The sticky mud, churned by thousands of boots

  on their daily march to and from the training grounds, was no longer stiffened by the frost. Instead, it sucked and squelched underfoot like a live thing, clutching and dragging at him, draining

  his energy still further with every step.




  Far from the fresh-looking, positive young man who had returned from his travels to join his colleagues a mere two hours beforehand, it was a battered, weary and mud-stained one who stumbled

  back into his tent after the morning’s training. He was sure it had not been this hard before he left, but maybe something of what Nelek had been intimating was right. He was out of shape. He

  knew it. Despite trying to maintain his fitness levels whilst he had been away, he had not done so with the same iron discipline inflicted by the Legion’s training staff.




  ‘Well, if I ever need a reason to keep in shape in future, today will give me one,’ he mumbled as he collapsed into his bed space in the tent.




  There was not much time. He knew he would have to clean his boots and make his uniform more presentable before lunch. He allowed his body a moment or two of respite before getting cleaned up. It

  was a mistake. His muscles, stiff from the discipline of the intense drill and the long march to and from the training area, protested by flooding his limbs and torso with cramping pains. The

  bruising from his battering at the hands of Nelek served to intensify the discomfort.




  ‘Shand’s teeth!’ he swore, groaning as he rose.




  Tymm laughed from where he was sitting nearby. ‘You sound like a man three times your age! What’s wrong with you? A little light exercise and you fall apart. I thought you were made

  of sterner stuff.’




  ‘Yes, well you thought wrong,’ Reynik replied grinning. ‘I feel greener and more sore than I did after my first week as a recruit. Nelek made sure of that. I guess it’s

  going to take a few days to get back into the training rhythm. It’ll come back to me soon enough, and when it does . . .’




  Reynik left the phrase hanging and Tymm laughed again. ‘I hear you landed a week of restrictions within minutes. Good going, Reynik! I think that must be a new record.’




  ‘You know how it goes,’ Reynik said with a shrug. ‘These things happen. File Leader Sidis has never liked me. Our trip to Thrandor together did little to improve our

  relationship. I must have annoyed him somehow, though I’m not sure what I did to earn his dislike. I think today was his way of reminding me that we’re back in Shandrim where the rank

  gradient between us is more applicable. Sort of a welcome home present really.’




  ‘Nice present! What are you going to give him in return? You remember what we gave Sevarian when he was out of order?’ Tymm asked, his face sly.




  ‘Oh, no! I’m not going down that road. It would be too obvious. Who else would have a reason to set him up with something unpleasant? It would make matters worse, Tymm. I need to

  keep my head down and my nose clean.’




  ‘What if it were to happen to Sidis whilst you were being monitored on your restriction duties? He couldn’t blame you then. I’m game for a good stunt, but it would have to be

  spectacular.’




  ‘No! Definitely not! It wouldn’t matter if the Emperor himself were my alibi right now. Sidis would find a way to nail it on me regardless. Please don’t do anything stupid,

  Tymm. I appreciate the sentiment, but it wouldn’t be a good idea.’




  Tymm sighed. ‘You’re right, of course, but it would have been fun.’




  ‘For you, maybe. You wouldn’t have to endure the repercussions. Thanks for the idea, but I think that this time it would be better if I just ride out the storm and look to

  re-establish my place as quietly as possible.’




  By evening, Reynik was ready to change his mind. He had endured the afternoon training sessions through gritted teeth. Now he was spattered in excrement and stinking to high heaven from having

  filled in the old jacks trenches. But that had only been the beginning. He, and the other unfortunates designated to this duty, were still struggling to dig the new trenches. Regulations stated

  that the trenches had to be five spades long, a spade wide and a spade deep and Shand help any duty group who tried to skimp on the regulations. History had proved time and again that poor

  sanitation had killed more soldiers than any battle, which was why jacks duties, and all other matters of personal hygiene, were taken extremely seriously.




  After the physical activities of the training sessions, the task of digging in the heavy, muddy ground was torturously hard work. Reynik’s arms, back and shoulders all protested with every

  stab and heave of the spade. Every time his spade struck a large stone, the jarring impact reverberated through his body, amplifying his aches and pains. Time dragged, every minute stretching into

  an eternity. He felt as if it would never end. It was almost full dark before he finished.




  ‘Good enough,’ the supervising File Second admitted grudgingly, as Reynik demonstrated the dimensions of the trench with his spade. ‘Go and get cleaned up. I’ll see you

  again at first call after training tomorrow. Dismissed.’




  Reynik was so tired he could barely scramble out of the trench. He staggered over to place his spade with the others, being careful not to upset the neat stack. Then, with as much dignity as he

  could muster, he marched wearily back to his tent.




  It was not far. By the time he arrived his sole desire was to fall into his bed space and sleep. But, much as his body craved the rest, Reynik knew he had to push on just a little longer.




  The others in the tent ignored him when he entered. Not even Tymm looked at him when he ducked through the canvas doorway. ‘So this is how it’s going to be,’ he thought glumly.

  ‘Well, so be it. It won’t be for long. I know the drill.’




  Stripping off his filthy clothes, he folded them into a pile and put them by the doorway. Then he pulled on a spare pair of briefs and, gathering his dirty clothes together with a small square

  of drying cloth under his arm, he forced himself to duck out of the tent again into the chill evening air. He knew it was not wise to go out so scantily dressed, but he did not want to make any

  more clothes dirty. He desperately needed to wash before touching any of his spare uniform. The File Leader was out to make life difficult, looking for any little excuse to pick on him. Reynik was

  determined not to make it easy for him.




  Washing in the cold water was uncomfortable. Scrubbing his filthy clothes whilst still not fully dry was even more so. However, it did wake him up and stimulate his body enough that he found the

  energy to hang up his wet uniform in the appropriate drying area before retiring back inside the tent.




  Still he could not rest. Experience told him that unless he got something hot to eat and some fluid into his body, he would pay the price in the morning. He had to get to the field kitchen. So,

  ignoring the deliberate snubbing of his fellow Legionnaires, he dressed and went out in search of food.




  The walk was not a long one, but he felt every step like a bee sting. Not for the first time since he had joined the military as a recruit, he questioned his reason for being a member of the

  Legions. Did he really want this life, or was he just stubbornly following his father’s footsteps because it was expected? Would he have been better off trying his hand at becoming a

  merchant, or at learning a respectable trade? After a moment or two of negative thoughts, he laughed aloud and dispersed his melancholy mood.




  ‘Of course I want this,’ he muttered determinedly under his breath. ‘I was born for this. I couldn’t be more suited to the military life. I will not allow the pettiness

  of a few individuals to stop me living my dream. Bring on the pain. Bring on the tiredness. I will not let Sidis break me. It won’t take the others long to see that I’m above his little

  vendetta.’
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  CHAPTER TWO





  ‘Dead? Danar is dead? How?’




  Lord Tremarle sat down with a thump onto his chair, his complexion draining of colour until he was ashen grey. The lines on his face deepened as the weight of the grim news settled on his

  features. Lord Lacedian wondered for a moment if the tidings would be too much for his old friend.




  ‘I’m not exactly sure, Tremarle. My source wasn’t flush with details. Rumour has it Danar was poisoned, but I stress this is only a rumour.’




  ‘First Espen, now Danar. My sons are spent. My line has failed.’




  Tremarle fell silent. His shoulders slumped and his eyes became distant. Lacedian looked on in helpless pity. What consolation could be offered at a time of such loss? Danar had been

  Tremarle’s firstborn son. It had been but a matter of weeks since his younger son had been killed in a hunting accident. Tradition was that upon the death of a Lord the eldest living son

  would adopt the name of his father’s House. Lord Tremarle had daughters, but a daughter was not allowed to inherit the leadership of a House. He was too old to father more children. Without

  sons his death would see the end of the House of Tremarle. The House, together with the family estates, would be taken over by the family of his eldest daughter’s husband, thus ending a four

  hundred year history. It was a bitter blow.




  The silence dragged into minutes. Lacedian’s eyes started to rove restlessly around his friend’s expansive study and he wondered if he should take his leave. Should he go and allow

  his friend to deal with his pain in solitude, or stay to offer him comfort in his time of mourning?




  ‘Was there a woman involved?’ Tremarle asked woodenly, causing Lacedian to jump at the unexpected question. Tremarle had never displayed an active disapproval of Danar’s

  dalliances with the young Ladies of the Court, but he had long felt that if anything, a woman would prove to be his son’s undoing.




  Lacedian shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, old friend,’ he said soothingly. ‘As I said, information is sparse, but I wanted to save you hearing the news from the

  Emperor’s lips. I didn’t want you to say anything that we might all regret.’




  ‘Of course, Lacedian. I understand. Thank you.’




  Lord Tremarle did understand. Everyone who had been involved in the movement against the new Emperor, Surabar, was on edge at the moment. Several of the Lords had been hung for treason in recent

  weeks by order of the Emperor’s Regent, a man they had thought to be one of their own. The Emperor had returned from his trip to Thrandor. There was every reason for caution.




  ‘Shall I leave you in peace, Tremarle?’




  ‘No, Lacedian. Stay. There are things that we need to discuss, questions I would like to ask.’ Tremarle looked at his friend and noted the discomfort in his face. He smiled

  encouragingly. ‘Don’t worry, old friend, I don’t expect you to have answers to the questions, but it will do me good to ask them anyway. Thank you for taking the responsibility

  for bringing me these tidings. It was bravely done.’




  The old Lord gestured for Lacedian to take a seat in one of the large armchairs. Tremarle leaned forward and pushed up out of his own chair. He walked across to the drinks cabinet.




  ‘Drink, Lacedian?’ he asked, opening the front of the cabinet and taking out two glasses.




  ‘It’s a bit early for me, Tremarle, but under the circumstances a drop of something would be welcome. Thanks.’




  Tremarle took out a crystal decanter of dark red wine. With care, he filled the two glasses with generous measures. When he had finished pouring, he wiped the neck of the decanter clean with a

  pristine white cloth before replacing the stopper and putting it back in the cabinet. The old Lord handed one of the glasses to his friend and returned to his armchair. For a moment they sat in

  silence again, gently sipping at the wine.




  ‘Have you any idea what Danar was actually doing in Thrandor?’ Tremarle asked quietly. ‘He came to me with some foolish story about him being sent as an Ambassador. There

  wasn’t an ambassadorial bone in my son’s body. He was a playboy with little sense of responsibility. I know he was concealing something, but I don’t know what.’




  Lacedian shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said slowly. ‘But he gave you that warning just before he left, didn’t he? Surabar had found out about your involvement

  in plotting against him and displayed that awareness through Danar.’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Well, my guess is that Surabar was probably blackmailing him into doing something dangerous. If I were to theorise, I would say he was sent as a spy into the Thrandorian capital. There

  have been several message riders from Thrandor over the past few months. Surabar gave no reason to the Court for his sudden visit to Mantor. There are those who are saying he’s in league with

  the southerners. A General he may have been, but it looks like he’s lost his taste for military action. He’s made it plain that he intends no strikes against Thrandor despite their

  slaughtering of our people.’




  Tremarle considered Lacedian’s words for a moment. He suspected that his friend was not far from the truth with the blackmail theory. Emperor Surabar had no noble blood in his veins. It

  was only natural that he would utilise gutter tactics to secure his followers. It was hard to imagine Surabar conspiring to ally with the Thrandorians, especially given that thousands of

  Legionnaires had recently died at their hands in a bloody battle, but there was a perverse sort of logic about it. Maybe Lacedian was right about it all. Surabar did not have the unanimous support

  of the nobility here in Shandar. Indeed, he had few friends among them. If he was to make his position as Emperor secure, he needed powerful allies. As he didn’t have them here, he could be

  looking to the neighbouring countries to help him tighten his grip on the Mantle. Anger growled within Tremarle as he considered this. If Surabar was seeking powerful aid from outside Shandar, then

  it made the need to get rid of him even more urgent.




  ‘It’s a good theory, Lacedian. It has a ring of truth about it. But how can we prove such things? It will not be easy.’




  ‘Do we need to? Dispose of Surabar and we gain both vengeance for Danar and an Emperor that the nobility can respect.’




  ‘Have the others united behind a single candidate then?’ Tremarle asked, his anger turning momentarily to surprise.




  ‘No, not yet, but the number of players is whittling down gradually. Pereth dropped out of the running yesterday. He finally realised that he didn’t have the backing enjoyed by the

  others.’




  ‘So, there are what – four left? Five?’




  ‘Four. Nobody takes Miranthel seriously.’




  ‘Well, they’d better hurry up and decide,’ Tremarle rumbled, his tone ominous as his anger returned. ‘They haven’t much time. Find me an assassin, Lacedian. I want

  to place a contract on Surabar. The Guild of Assassins will not touch a contract on the Emperor. Their creed will not allow it. But someone will take up the mark. There’s always someone

  willing to kill if the reward is great enough.’




  The circular hall was dim, lit only by the torches mounted in brackets around the walls. Shadows danced and flickered in the niches and alcoves, tormenting the vision of any

  who were unfamiliar with the vagaries of the chamber. It was a strange place. Secret. So much so that one could be forgiven for sensing paranoia in its design.




  The central floor space was empty aside from an enclosed, raised podium, large enough for a single man to stand in. Next to it was a dark hole in the chamber floor, concealing a flight of

  tightly spiralling steps that descended into blackness. The podium was like a pulpit in design, though no priest had ever visited this dread place. The staircase that plunged beneath the floor led

  to the most secret places of the inner sanctum – the chambers of the Guildmaster. Few had seen what those chambers held.




  The ceiling of the hall was high and domed, but not ostentatiously so. Although the craftsmen who had delved this place into the rock had carved decorated, arching buttresses that met at the

  centre point of the chamber roof, the room had been designed to be practical rather than ceremonial. Twenty alcoves had been carved into the chamber wall. Each was independent of the others, with

  no immediate access from one alcove to the next. A wall, built to an average man’s waist height across the front of each alcove, made them look almost stable-like from the centre of the

  chamber. All were identical in design and size save for the carved insignia on the wooden access gate through the front wall of each recess. None was internally lit. The architect’s intent

  was clear. Those in the alcoves were to remain anonymous and be considered equals, with no prospect of being promoted above another except to the position of Guildmaster.




  A sudden movement in the centre of the chamber grabbed the attention of those seated silently waiting in the alcoves. The shadow that marked the well of descending stairs bulged upwards as a

  black shape flowed from the forbidden depths. It was the Guildmaster, hooded and cloaked in the traditional black garb of the Assassins’ Guild. All of the assassins were similarly dressed,

  their identities concealed from one another by their deeply cowled hoods and the darkness of the alcoves.




  The shadowy figure climbed smoothly up onto the podium, rising up the steps as if floating on a cushion of air. If the chamber had been quiet before the Guildmaster’s appearance, it was

  deathly silent now. A torch guttered, the sound of it amplified by the stillness. The figure in black looked around the room, slowly turning full circle as he paused to focus his gaze into each of

  the alcoves in turn. Most were occupied. It was the most complete gathering of the Guild for many months. That fact alone gave testimony to the serious nature of the meeting.




  ‘I accept . . .’ the Guildmaster prompted.




  As one, the assassins began chanting the litany of the creed by which they lived.




  

    

      

        I accept that as a member of this Guild:




        I must accept the ultimate authority of the Guildmaster.




        He is my guide, my father and my conscience.




        He will maintain me on the path of light.




        I will accept his orders without question,




        And carry out his requests, regardless of cost – even be it my life.




        I will accept only those contracts that have a just purpose.




        I will accept no contract that I foresee may cause the destruction of the Empire.




        Those who offer contracts that do not clearly demonstrate a just purpose,




        Or that work against the greater good of the Guild




        I will report to the Guildmaster.




         




        I will kill only to fulfil a just contract,




        Or to cover my tracks, such that none shall learn more of the Guild.




        I will kill at the Guildmaster’s direction.




        He is the discerner of truth, my leader who seeks only to serve righteousness.




        I will kill anyone who kills indiscriminately,




        Regardless of status, age or sex.




        These evildoers deserve the ultimate punishment.




        I will never kill for pleasure, revenge, in anger, or out of jealousy.




        I accept that doing so would place me at the mercy of the Guildmaster.




        I offer up a tenth of all contract monies to the maintenance of the Guild.




        As is fair and just.




         




        I state this creed in the full knowledge that should I break it,




        My life will be forfeit.


      


    


  




  The echoing mantra finished and silence descended once more.




  When he began speaking, the Guildmaster’s voice was warm and friendly, in stark contrast with his bleak appearance and dread position. Some amongst the Guild had thought him a strange

  choice when he had risen to lead them, as his voice gave the impression of a gentle grandfather taking care of his family. None, however, disputed his reputation as a professional killer. Deception

  was one of the key qualities of a successful assassin. The Guildmaster possessed this skill in abundance.




  ‘Brothers, it is good that so many of you are in attendance. I cannot stress the gravity of this meeting enough. The outcome of today’s discussion will shape the future of our Guild

  more than any since I became Guildmaster. In over six hundred years, our brotherhood has never faced such a crisis as the one confronting us now. We have news to discuss, options to consider, and

  difficult decisions to make.’




  The Guildmaster paused for a second to allow his opening words to sink in. He was not prone to exaggeration.




  ‘Please bear with me if you are familiar with any of the following, but I think it important that everyone knows the facts before we debate any course of action. I’m sure that all

  here are aware that the Emperor returned last week from Thrandor. The true purpose of his visit there is not known, but the common perception is that he went to negotiate peace. He sent an

  Ambassador to Mantor some months ago. Brother Falcon infiltrated the party under contract by a fellow Brother. This was an unusual arrangement, and not one of which I approve. An assassin

  contracting a fellow assassin to serve a per-sonal goal flirts dangerously with breaching the creed. Any considering employing such an arrangement in future should consult with me first. I will not

  have Brothers believing they are above our laws. We have maintained our reputation over the centuries by following the creed. If we abandon it, then we will become no better than common murderers.

  I am not willing to be painted with such colours.’




  He paused and there was a gentle mutter of agreement from around the chamber.




  ‘Let’s save discussion of that internal matter for another day.’ The chamber fell silent again, save for the sound of his voice. ‘Matters have arisen that require us all

  to focus our attention outwards. The new Emperor has been initiating policies during the last two days that impact hugely on the Guild. Brother Scorpion, would you please make your report to the

  Brothers?’




  ‘Of course, Guildmaster, though I’m sure most here are already aware of my tidings.’




  Where the Guildmaster’s voice was warm and friendly, full of expression and rich with variations in tone and pace, Scorpion’s was cold and lifeless. Words fell from his lips like

  dead wood from a tree – a thudding, inert mass, shed without feeling.




  ‘At the eighth hour yesterday morning, the Emperor sent forth his criers with news to the citizens of Shandrim. Part of the proclamation concerned us directly. The Emperor has declared the

  Guild anaethus drax – illegal and outcast for as long as his reign shall last. Any assassin caught in Shandrim after the midday call of the next rest day shall be summarily

  executed.’




  ‘But that’s only three days away!’ a voice exclaimed from the other side of the chamber.




  ‘Indeed, Brother Firedrake, which is why this meeting was called at once.’ The Guildmaster spoke gently. ‘There was more, but Brother Scorpion has stated the worst of it. Let

  us debate our response to this declaration before we consider anything else, for it is the crux of why we’re here.’




  ‘Kill the Emperor,’ a voice stated immediately. ‘His reign will then end and his proclamation will be void.’




  Mutters of approval and otherwise echoed around the chamber.




  ‘A tempting proposal, Brother Viper, but not one that we can implement without destroying our integrity,’ the Guildmaster replied. ‘I’ll not deny that removing the

  Emperor has crossed my mind, but it would breach the creed on several counts. Firstly there is no contract. Secondly by killing the Emperor we would risk the collapse of the Empire. The creed

  specifically prohibits us from knowingly initiating a chain of events that has a high chance of destroying Shandar. We have our place in society, but it is not for us to dismantle the Empire by our

  actions. Thirdly, and finally, this proclamation looks likely to have been sparked by one of our own. The creed does not allow us to strike back in such a case.’




  ‘One of our own?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Why would a member of the Guild do such a thing?’




  Questions came from all directions like bolts from a dozen crossbows. The Guildmaster stood firm and unmoving in the crossfire, allowing the wave of questions to wash over him. When the eruption

  of voices died away he spoke again.




  ‘It doesn’t matter who caused it. The Emperor would have made this proclamation before long regardless. He is prejudiced against the Guild. Let that be reason enough. The

  question we should be asking is what are we going to do about it? I have already given the reasons why we cannot kill the Emperor, though that option will be kept under constant review. I will not

  discount the idea as a last resort.’




  ‘If we cannot kill him, then let’s strike where it would hurt him most,’ purred a female voice.




  ‘And where would that be, Brother Fox?’ the Guildmaster asked, smiling beneath the deep shadow of his hood as he attempted to anticipate her proposal. He knew her to be a natural

  strategist with a sharp mind. Whatever she proposed was likely to be worth listening to.




  ‘The Legions, Guildmaster. Let us hit the Legions. Surabar has devoted his life to the armies of the Empire. That is where his heart is. Soldiers go to battle. They die. It is what

  they’re paid for. The average man on the street will care little if we pick off a few key Commanders. It will not cause much public outcry, but Emperor Surabar will feel the pain of their

  passing as if they were close family. He does not like unnecessary death. He will get the message quickly enough.’




  The Guildmaster nearly laughed aloud. Trust the Fox to see past the obvious and find a cunning solution. She was a fox indeed, and a worthy bearer of her symbolic predator’s insignia. The

  Legions were the perfect place to strike. It would not be difficult to find people willing to pay a small fee to see particular Legion Commanders die suddenly. That would satisfy the creed. Yes, it

  was a good plan. It was easy to implement, unlikely to outrage either the common people or the Nobility, yet sure to give the Emperor the desired message.




  ‘Your suggestion has a lot of merit, Brother Fox. If we are to take the offensive, this seems a positive way ahead. I say “if”, for we should at least consider the

  Emperor’s standpoint. If I were to play his advocate here, then I would have to ask what our role is in today’s world. Has the Guild outlived its purpose? Are we a relic of the past

  that has survived beyond its time? The Emperor would have us believe this is so. The Assassins’ Guild has been a part of life in Shandrim for a millennium. It’s easy to see how the

  Bakers’ Guild and the Merchants’ Guild have a consistent role to play, but does today’s society really need assassins? The Emperor would argue it does not. He sees us as

  murderers, or hired thugs who act as a destabilising influence in society. Do any here feel empathy for this point of view?’




  There was a long moment of silence before the woman spoke again.




  ‘Guildmaster, there are none here who do not believe in our purpose. We have a creed that has stood the test of a thousand years. We have as much of a right to exist here in Shandrim as

  the merchants, the bakers, or any other trade you care to name. We do not kill indiscriminately. If a Nobleman had taken the Mantle, this decree would never have been made.’
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