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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  In Shandrim, Capital City of Shandar




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




  SURABAR – Military General of the Shandese Legions. Becomes Emperor after the death of the imposter Emperor, Lord Vallaine.




  SHALIDAR – Member of the Guild of Assassins and long time adversary of Femke.




  LORD VALLAINE – Sorceror Lord of the Inner Eye. Known for his cunning and evil. Is using his powers of sorcery to pose as Emperor after using Shalidar to kill the real

  one.




  VAMMUS – Commander of a Shandese Legion. An overweight soldier with ideas above his station.




  LORD FERRAND – Master Spy. Mentor of Femke. Missing, presumed dead for two years.




  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. The true Lady Alyssa

  – An unattractive young lady. Reclusive daughter of a Merchant Lord from the coastal city of Channa.




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




  RIKALA – Dressmaker and friend of Versande Matthiason.




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




  LORD DANAR – A handsome young playboy of the Imperial Court. Only son of Lord Tremarle, a powerful old-school Lord. Renowned as a philanderer in the Shandese Court, he is

  smitten with Lady Alyssa, an alter ego of Femke.




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




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




  SIDIS – File Leader from the General’s Elite Legion. Companion to Femke during her journey to Thrandor.




  KALHEEN – Overweight servant from the Imperial Palace in Shandrim. Prone to exaggeration and an incessant storyteller. Travelling companion to Femke during her journey to

  Thrandor.




  PHAGEN – Servant from the Imperial Palace in Shandrim. Slim and introvert travelling companion to Femke during her journey to Thrandor.




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




  In Mantor, Capital City of Thrandor




  MALO – King of Thrandor. A kind old man, used to reigning over a peaceful kingdom, but who has recently faced hostile invasions of his country from both North and

  South.




  KRIDER – Head of the Royal household staff of the King of Thrandor.




  VELDAN – Chief Butler at the Royal Palace in Mantor.




  LORD SHANIER – Acolyte of Lord Vallaine who outwitted his master by deliberately leading a Shandese army to their destruction in southern Thrandor.




  BARON ANTON – Long time close friend of King Malo. Potential heir to the throne before his murder.




  COUNT DREBAN – Unsavoury Nobleman of the Royal Court of Thrandor.




  ENNAS – A name assumed by one of Femke’s fellow Imperial spies. Sent by Emperor Surabar to help Femke.




  LORD BRENDEN – Thrandorian Nobleman. Speaker for the prosecution at Femke’s trial.




  COMMANDER SATERIS – Commander of the Shandese First Legion. Speaker for the defence at Femke’s trial.
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  PROLOGUE





  ‘Seize that man! He’s to be held on charges of treason.’




  For the slightest instant, Shalidar was off balance. He was expecting to meet the Emperor. Instead, General Surabar was standing inside the Emperor’s study, pointing at him with an

  accusing finger. The two guards who had entered the room with Shalidar were slow to react to the order. Survival instinct and a wealth of experience gave him the edge he needed. In the blink of an

  eye, Shalidar spun, hands flashing blows that felled both guards before they had a chance to move. Without pause, he drew a knife and hurled it at the General.




  Time seemed to slow as he released the blade. As it left his hand, he saw the spy girl, Femke, draw a blade from her boot. Her face held a strange combination of pain and determination and her

  grey-blue eyes chilled him with their intensity. General Surabar swayed aside, avoiding the thrown blade in an astonishing display of agility for one so old. Almost simultaneously Femke threw her

  knife as Shalidar launched into a dive out through the open door.




  The knife sliced past him so close that he felt it go by. It rammed home into the wooden door-frame with a juddering thud, leaving the assassin in no doubt that it had been thrown with deadly

  force. Nobody had come that close to killing him for many years. Worse, the blade had been thrown by a young woman who had barely crossed the threshold into adulthood.




  Assassins were normally the unseen killers – unknown and unexpected. Hits were planned meticulously to avoid any chance of the assassin being caught. There were always random factors that

  defied the best planning, but Shalidar had a flair for improvisation. He was the best in the business and only the richest could afford to call on his services. No hit was planned today, but

  somehow, Femke had turned the tables on him. The young woman had set him up, for which he would exact a painful retribution in due course. For now, his focus was on a clean escape from the

  Palace.




  Like a shadow fleeing from the light, Shalidar raced down the corridor. His footfalls made no sound and he ran so smoothly that he appeared to flow along the passage-ways. After a few turns the

  assassin paused to glance behind him and listen. There was no sign of pursuit, but he refused to take unnecessary chances.




  Shalidar was known around the Palace, though few knew his profession. Most thought him a bodyguard or an advisor to the Emperor. The secrecy was essential, for if the truth of his role in the

  Palace became known, he would become useless as a weapon.




  Thoughts flashed through Shalidar’s mind as he reviewed his situation. The complexities of his web of deceit and his history of meddling in Imperial affairs were now in tatters. It was

  most infuriating. Anger burned in his gut, but he clamped down on the emotion and concentrated.




  It appeared that General Surabar was assuming power in Shandar, which was extremely bad news for all assassins. The General was well known for his dislike of hired killers. He believed that

  killing was what soldiers did out of necessity in battle, not a trade for those who looked to gain wealth at the expense of the lives of others. It made sense for Shalidar to get out of the capital

  as swiftly as possible. Maybe he should even consider leaving Shandar altogether.




  Shalidar had always had an aloof disdain for what he saw as the oafish and obvious ways of the military, but he did respect General Surabar’s reputation for efficiency and thoroughness.

  With the huge numbers of troops in the city maintaining public order in the wake of the recent unrest, General Surabar had the power to make life difficult for Shalidar.




  ‘Time to move on,’ he whispered, unconsciously twisting a silver wristlet part hidden by his sleeve. ‘But first, one loose end to tidy up.’




  Proceeding at a brisk walk, Shalidar slipped along the corridors towards the nearest exit. Within minutes he was outside of the Palace building and heading for the nearest of the gates out into

  the city. The guard at the gate barely glanced in Shalidar’s direction as the killer left the Palace grounds – his remit was to keep undesirables out of the Palace, not to keep people

  in.




  Once out into the streets, Shalidar slowed his pace to a stroll, blending his passage into the normal bustle of the city. Lots of soldiers were abroad, mainly in small groups of six to ten,

  patrolling for signs of trouble. Shalidar chose his route to avoid areas of the city where disturbances were likely. None of the soldiers gave him a second glance as he ambled past their patrols.

  Street by street, he moved purposely from the central area of the city towards the heart of the military district.




  Normally, Shalidar would spend days planning a hit, but now he did not have that luxury. He knew the layout of his next victim’s residence intimately, otherwise he would have been forced

  to abandon the kill. As it was, the risk involved was considerable, but that could not be helped. His current employer, Commander Vammus, knew too much about his recent activities. If the General

  leaned on him, Shalidar knew the Commander would bleat. Vammus had done nothing wrong, but to Shalidar, he was redundant – a dangerous source of information to be disposed of before General

  Surabar had a chance to reach him. There was no question of conscience, or regret. This was business. There was one small problem. The Commander was staying with the other top commanders in the

  General’s residence.




  There would be one fleeting opportunity for the hit. The audaciousness of what he was about to attempt brought a wolfish smile to his lips as he imagined how his fellow assassins would view it:

  a hit with all the hallmarks of a legend. He pulled back his right sleeve and gazed at the stylised image of the dragon on his silver wristlet. Yes, he thought. It would be a kill worthy of the

  dragon.




  Shalidar knew no other assassin who would brave General Surabar’s house in broad daylight without prior planning, kill one of his commanders, and expect to get away with it. Yet Commander

  Vammus had made this both possible, and almost straightforward. The Commander had arranged to occupy the room that offered the easiest concealed access to the house. He had done so to facilitate

  secret meetings with Shalidar in a place that no one would expect conspirators to meet. If all went well, the Commander’s duplicity would now prove his undoing.




  Shalidar approached the house along the alleyway that ran between the General’s residence and the adjacent house. There was no one in sight and the assassin quickly scaled the high garden

  wall, being careful to peep over and confirm that the garden was empty before pulling himself onto the top. There was one small window on this side of the house and Shalidar knew that the chance of

  someone looking out and seeing him during these few seconds were slim.




  From the top of the garden wall, a narrow ledge that ran right around the house was one large step away, and in daylight the short jump was easy to judge. Shalidar jumped across without

  hesitation, conscious that success now depended upon speed, silence and a moderate amount of good fortune.




  As swiftly as he could, the assassin shimmied along the ledge and around one difficult corner to the back face of the house. Once there, Shalidar reached up and felt for the ledge below the

  Commander’s window. His fingers found purchase and with a heave he pulled himself up, soundlessly transferring his weight onto the flat of one forearm once high enough.




  Commander Vammus was alone, scratching away intently at a parchment with his quill. He was so absorbed in his work he did not notice Shalidar until the assassin quietly opened the window.




  The Commander’s eyes went wide with surprise.




  ‘Sha . . .’ he started, rising from his chair.




  Shalidar’s stare caused his name to die on Vammus’s lips. Leaping down from the window ledge to land silently inside, Shalidar placed a finger to his lips and then pointed at the

  door. Just as he expected, Vammus unconsciously turned his head to look where Shalidar was pointing. The assassin used that moment to step up close and, with an expert grab and twist motion,

  snapped the hapless Commander’s neck in one swift movement.




  Shalidar staggered as he prevented Vammus from falling to the floor, cursing under his breath that the dead Commander had not kept in shape. Shalidar’s former employer was so overweight

  that he would have struggled to lead men in an infantry campaign. It was amazing to Shalidar that a renowned General like Surabar would tolerate an officer like Vammus under his command. Fat and

  incompetent, Shalidar thought with a grimace. If it weren’t for the information you held, Surabar might have thanked me for killing you.




  Careful not to make any unnecessary noise, Shalidar heaved the dead Commander’s body to the door and opened it a crack. There was no one on the upper landing, but Shalidar could hear

  voices in conversation emanating from one of the rooms to his left and further voices down-stairs. For a moment, Shalidar wondered if he needed to make the Commander’s death look accidental.

  The General was unlikely to be fooled, so why do it? He could slip out of the window now and no one would be any the wiser, but the top of the stairwell was so near and Shalidar hated a sloppy job.

  The body falling down the stairs would provide an excellent diversion, masking any sounds of his escape.




  His resolve hardened. He opened the door and dragged Vammus swiftly to the top of the stairs. One powerful heave and the Commander’s body tumbled down the staircase with a series of loud

  thumps and thuds, bringing exclamations and the sound of running feet.




  Shalidar was fast. In a flash he was back through the door and had silently closed it behind him. Seconds later he was outside the window and lowering himself back down to the ledge beneath.




  No one except Surabar would suspect that Vammus had done anything other than trip and fall down the stairs, but Surabar was still at the Palace. The commotion inside made Shalidar smile. The hit

  had worked like a dream. The dragon had struck again.
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  CHAPTER ONE





  ‘. . . Very well, I’ll take the Mantle of Emperor, but I want it known that I’m only acting as Regent until a more suitable candidate presents

  himself.’




  ‘Your Imperial Majesty,’ Femke said, curtsying deeply and bowing her head, ‘might I suggest you would be better not to announce your future intentions, or you’ll be

  inundated with Noblemen, major and minor, all claiming to be suitable candidates for the Mantle. Why don’t you take the title, then bestow it on the most suitable candidate in your own time?

  If no one knows your intent, you’ll be more likely to see them as they really are.’




  ‘Good, Femke! Your logic is sound. There are commanders I’ve worked with who could do with a dose of your powers of reasoning. So be it. Go. Spread the word that Emperor

  Surabar is in control and things are going to change.’




  ‘Yes, your Majesty. With pleasure.’




  Before leaving, Femke walked around the desk to recover her first dagger from the shoulder of the dead Sorcerer Lord, Vallaine. Even in death, Vallaine’s eyes emanated a disturbing evil.

  Femke considered leaving the dagger where it was, but did not want to display her discomfort to the new Emperor. She bent and jerked the blade forcibly from the Sorcerer’s shoulder.




  Blood pooled in the wound, but did not flow out; the final proof that Vallaine’s heart had stopped. The Sorcerer had shown surprising resilience to her poison during their struggle. The

  thought had occurred to Femke that he might be using sorcery to fool her again, but there was no faking this. The Sorcerer was dead.




  In the past, killing had always produced a profound guilt in Femke. The taking of another’s life was a terrible deed, and the young spy had often been haunted in dreams by those whose

  lives she had taken. The list of her victims was not long, but there had been times when killing had been necessary. Femke had never ducked responsibility. Taking the life of Lord Vallaine,

  however, brought no guilt. Looking at the twisted features of the Sorcerer, Femke judged that if evil could manifest itself as a person, then Vallaine’s was a fitting guise.




  Vallaine’s devious plot to win ultimate power in Shandar had been clever. He and Shalidar had fooled the entire Palace staff with their deception. Shalidar had killed the real Emperor of

  Shandar for Vallaine. The Sorcerer had then used his powers to alter his own wizened features so that he could replace the Emperor with no one the wiser. Where they had hidden the real

  Emperor’s body was still not known. It had taken Femke months to piece together the puzzle and see through Lord Vallaine’s disguise, but today she had ended the Sorcerer’s evil

  machinations and sent Shalidar running. With General Surabar taking the Imperial Mantle, the Shandese Empire could look forward to a brighter future. If anyone could tame the wild plotting of the

  Shandese Court, it was the General, Femke mused.




  As Femke left the Emperor’s study, Surabar was helping the conscious guard to his feet and telling him to mobilise the Palace guard force into a search for Shalidar.




  ‘Femke, could you send a medic to attend to this fellow?’ Surabar asked over his shoulder, indicating the unconscious guard. ‘He should be all right, but someone should look

  him over.’




  ‘Certainly, your Majesty,’ Femke replied. With a sharp tug, she pulled her second blade from the wooden doorframe and secreted it back up her sleeve. ‘I’m on my

  way.’




  It was a very tired young woman who wearily pulled the blankets over her body that night. After the tense action of the morning, there followed an afternoon and evening of dashing around the

  inner city, spreading the news of Vallaine’s deception and Surabar’s rise to power to the most effective gossips and rumour-mongers in Shandrim, Shandar’s capital. As

  Femke’s eyes closed, her lips turned up in a gentle smile of satisfaction as she contemplated her day’s work. Everyone would believe the General had unmasked Vallaine’s evil

  deception. Her anonymity remained intact and once again she would fade quietly into the background – the perfect place for a spy. Femke hoped that Emperor Surabar would employ her skills as

  the last true Emperor had. She enjoyed her work.




  The streets of Shandrim were buzzing with the news the next morning. There was just one topic of conversation, and Femke was pleased to note that few voices aired negative

  views of Surabar as the new Emperor. Femke spent an hour wandering the streets, listening to the run of conversation before returning to the Palace.




  The General was in the study where Femke had last seen him the day before, though the room was barely recognisable. The drinks cabinet had gone, and the recess in the wall used by previous

  Emperors to conceal spies was now shelved and loaded with neat lines of books and scrolls. The desk had been moved so that it faced the door, forming an instant barrier to the person entering. All

  other chairs had been removed, and previous pictures and decorations replaced with a selection of gleaming weapons, all mounted with exacting military precision. There was no doubting the

  background of the room’s owner.




  As Femke entered, she bowed, sparing a quick look around to absorb the changes before returning her attention to the General’s welcoming smile.




  ‘Well? What do you think of it?’ he asked with a sly smile.




  ‘To be honest, your Majesty, I feel like I’ve just walked into a Court Martial, and that I’m the one on trial,’ Femke replied with an apologetic shrug.




  ‘Perfect!’ he said firmly. ‘That is the general idea. It’s good to see you’re brave enough to be honest. I hope you’ll stay that way.’




  Surabar’s eyes caught hers with a piercing look. The expression was easy to read – anyone close to him must be loyal to the last breath. Femke had started her relationship with the

  new Emperor well, but she did not know how Surabar viewed spies. His dislike for assassins was common knowledge. If he had a similar view of spies, then Femke was out of a job.




  ‘Tell me, Femke, have you heard anything of Shalidar since yesterday?’




  ‘No, your Majesty. I’ve been too busy to worry about following up on him. I take it your men haven’t found him?’




  Surabar scowled and tapped at his chin with a forefinger in irritation. He looked at her appraisingly for a second, his eyes taking in her slim build, straight stance and bright, intelligent

  eyes. His own eyes narrowed as he wondered if the blonde, shoulder-length hair was real, or a very convincing wig. Probably the latter, he decided.




  The girl was perfect spy material. She was clever, deft of hand and deadly in a fight. She was neither tall, nor short. Her nose was straight and unremarkable. Her cheekbones were not distinct

  like a classic beauty, yet there was something of beauty in the symmetry of her features. This evenness made her features incredibly adaptable. A very useful tool, he realised.




  ‘Apparently he was seen strolling out of the Palace after his abrupt departure from our little meeting yesterday,’ the General said eventually. ‘Nobody has seen him since. It

  appears he called on Commander Vammus in the early afternoon to pay his respects.’




  ‘I assume the Commander didn’t personally inform you of the visit,’ Femke observed, giving a slight wince.




  ‘Vammus suffered a nasty accident. Witnesses heard him fall down the stairs, but nobody heard him cry out. His neck was broken when he reached the bottom. I strongly suspect he was dead

  before his body rolled down the stairs.’




  ‘I’m sure you’re right, your Majesty. Shalidar is renowned in certain circles for his abilities. He wouldn’t want loose ends. If Vammus had information about

  Shalidar’s activities within the Palace, Shalidar would be sure to silence him. It looks a clear case of murder.’




  Femke’s thoughts settled for a moment on her mentor. Lord Ferrand had hated Shalidar. The assassin had once been a colleague and close friend of his, but Shalidar had betrayed his

  espionage training. He had traded his honourable status as a trusted spy for the gold that evil men were willing to pay for the hire of a professional killer. This had earned Ferrand’s

  eternal enmity. Femke felt similarly betrayed. The mere thought of taking lives for money turned Femke’s stomach.




  ‘I thought you should be aware of this, as Shalidar might also consider you to be a loose end,’ the General added, watching her reaction closely. ‘The assassin appears to have

  been party to Vallaine’s deception, though his choice to work with Commander Vammus was a strange one. Shalidar was clearly manipulating events here in the Palace to his own ends. You ruined

  his plans so you’ll need to be very careful. I’ll have my men searching for him at every opportunity, but given the ease with which he penetrated my residence in the military district,

  and his intimate knowledge of the Palace, you must remain alert.’




  Femke was momentarily shocked. Becoming a target of the assassin had not occurred to her. They’d crossed one another several times over the last few years. Shalidar seemed to have fingers

  in every pie. Femke had a strong suspicion he had killed one of her few true friends in the Palace a year ago. He had also dropped hints that he knew something about her mentor’s mysterious

  disappearance the year before. Femke had expressed her distaste for him over time by annoying him whenever possible. This had brought little satisfaction, but had given momentary pleasure on

  occasion.




  Annoying an assassin was dangerous, but there was a certain protection offered by the Assassins’ Creed. All members of the Assassins’ Guild swore an oath never to kill for pleasure.

  Killing was business. Now the situation was different, though. Femke had crossed the line from being a simple annoyance to interfering with Shalidar’s real business. He would not forget how

  close her knife had come to hitting him, and he was unlikely to forgive her for ruining his chances of a prosperous future in the Palace. If Vammus had gained the Emperor’s Mantle, the

  rewards for Shalidar would have been great. Femke developed a sudden, uncomfortable feeling between her shoulder blades as her mind came to grips with her vulnerability. It was difficult to prevent

  the unconscious urge to roll her shoulders and relax the muscles, but she was determined not to let the General see her discomfort.




  Once she had digested Surabar’s theory, her sense of reasoning began to assert a new hypothesis and the uncomfortable feeling subsided.




  ‘I’ll be safe enough for the time being,’ Femke said thoughtfully. ‘If Shalidar wanted to take his revenge then he would have struck quickly, as he did with Vammus. With

  your troops scouring the city for him, Shalidar will make himself scarce for a while. If I were he, I would lie low for a few weeks until the hunt had diminished. Then I’d return and make my

  hit.’




  General Surabar considered Femke’s logic for a moment and shrugged.




  ‘You may be right,’ he admitted. ‘Still, it won’t hurt to take a few extra precautions. I don’t want you staying in the Palace. Go to whichever safe house in the

  city you consider to be most secure. Report to me each day this week, but at a different time every day. I’ll write you a schedule, which should be kept between you and me. Do not enter or

  exit the Palace through predictable gates. Keep your movements around the city random – I’m sure you know the drill.’




  ‘Thank you, your Majesty. I’ll be sure to be careful.’




  ‘I have it in mind to give you a special mission that should put you out of Shalidar’s reach for a while,’ the General added, his eyes going automatically to an immaculately

  stacked pile of documents on his desk. ‘But I’ll explain that after my official crowning ceremony tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow!’ Femke exclaimed. ‘That will take the Nobles by surprise. They won’t anticipate a ceremony that soon.’




  ‘First rule of combat,’ Surabar grinned. ‘Keep the enemy on the back foot. If you can keep enemies off balance and unable to anticipate your next move, they’re always

  going to be on the defensive. The ceremony will not only be tomorrow, but as a General of the Legions, I’ll ensure that the whole coronation is swamped by a heavy military presence. The

  Nobles won’t be able to move without tripping over soldiers. I doubt that they’ll try anything stupid whilst I’m surrounded by hundreds of loyal troops.’




  Femke laughed aloud. There were going to be some frustrated and flustered Noblemen at the ceremony tomorrow. There would not be an assassin in the Empire crazy enough to attempt a hit with this

  lack of notice, in the presence of so many soldiers. The General’s tactics looked excellent, though he too would need to be careful for a while – at least until the more troublesome

  Nobles were identified and either convinced of the soundness of his rule, or brought under control.




  ‘You appear to have everything in hand here, your Majesty,’ Femke said, mirth still evident in her voice. ‘You should know that the feeling on the streets of Shandrim about

  your rise to power is very positive. You’re naturally being attributed with single-handedly foiling the plans of Lord Vallaine. I’m sure you’d find some of the wilder versions of

  how you engineered his downfall amusing. More importantly, you have little to worry about from the general populace. There are many speculations as to what you’ll do about the recent plans

  for city folk to be drafted into the Legions. And after our military defeat in Thrandor, people are curious to see how you will deal with the resulting diplomatic situation. After all, we were the

  invaders. The people know that we cannot sit idly by hoping the King of Thrandor will forget our incursion. There will inevitably be reprisals unless something is done swiftly. Citizens seem

  curious, rather than worried. It appears the people already have a certain degree of trust in your judgement.’




  Surabar nodded, his eyes distant, as he considered the implications of her information. He drummed the fingers of one hand on the surface of the desk for a moment, but did not linger long on his

  thoughts.




  ‘Anything else that I should know?’ he asked.




  ‘Nothing of particular interest, your Majesty. Do you have a mission for me today? Any rumours you would like me to start, or information that you’d like me to obtain?’




  ‘Nothing specific, Femke. Please continue to listen carefully to current rumours. I don’t think you need add to the speculation at the moment. I’ll start feeding information to

  the people after tomorrow’s coronation. Rumour of the event will spread fast enough when the Nobles get their invitations this afternoon. Just be careful and lie low for now. I’d like

  you to be at the ceremony tomorrow. Do you have suitable clothing to pass as a Noblewoman?’




  Femke raised one eyebrow slightly and smiled. ‘Is the moon silver?’ she asked. ‘I’ll blend in, your Majesty. I’ve mixed with the Nobility before. I’m well

  known to be the daughter of a country Lord from one of the coastal cities. There’ll be no problem with my attending.’




  ‘And are you the daughter of a Lord?’ Surabar asked with a smile. ‘I’m beginning to think nothing would surprise me about you, Femke.’




  ‘Not at all, your Majesty,’ Femke laughed. ‘But I enjoy playing the part.’




  ‘Good.’




  The General pulled a piece of parchment from the desk drawer, dipped his quill into the inkpot and wrote down a list of times in a neat, bold hand. He passed it over the table to Femke.

  ‘Here you are. Commit it to memory and destroy it. Tomorrow’s meeting is in the evening to give you a chance to report on information from the ceremony. Try to get a feel for who

  amongst the aristocracy will support my rule, and how fully.’




  ‘What time will the ceremony start, your Majesty?’




  ‘The coronation will begin at the second bell past midday. There are invitations for all the local Nobles. I got the list from one of Vallaine’s records. His paranoia has served me

  well – apparently he was having most of them watched to some degree. Here’s an invitation for you as well. Who should I make it out to?’




  ‘I’ll be there as Lady Alyssa, your Majesty,’ Femke replied, smiling brightly with anticipation.




  Surabar wrote the name onto the invitation and handed it to her. He watched her curtsy, turn and leave the room. He smiled as he considered the task he had in mind for her. Yes, he thought.

  Femke will be perfect for the role. She’s younger than I’d like, but she’s more than sharp enough.




  Femke spent that night in luxury. It made sense to be close to the Palace and she wanted to reestablish her identity as the spoilt daughter of a rich Nobleman, so she booked

  into the Silver Chalice, one of the most expensive guesthouses in Shandrim. Before she did so, Femke made a quick side trip to change into appropriate clothing and to arrange delivery of some

  luggage to the guesthouse later in the day.




  Shandrim was an old city. It had been the capital of Shandar since before the great expansion of the Empire. The city centre had a few buildings that dated back centuries, but large areas had

  been demolished and rebuilt when the present Imperial Palace was commissioned. The builders had used the opportunity to widen main streets, reducing the density of buildings and making the city

  centre a lighter place. In contrast, the outer quarters of Shandrim had close-packed housing with dark, narrow streets. Criminal organisations flourished and competed, making the poorer sectors

  dangerous to the unwary.




  Femke knew every street and back alley intimately. Her network of informants and agents was extensive. Other contacts supplied her with safe houses and storage for her stashes of equipment and

  disguises. The nearest of these held all she needed for her role as a Noblewoman.




  A wig of dark hair, intricately curled and braided in an elaborate style, combined with careful make-up and exquisitely crafted clothing, changed Femke’s appearance so drastically that

  none but those who knew her well would have recognised her. A carefully rehearsed haughty expression and a dismissive manner completed the disguise. Femke could not help but smirk as she surveyed

  the results in the mirror.




  Lady Alyssa was one of her favourite alter egos. Quite why Femke enjoyed playing the part of the attractive but obnoxious young Noblewoman so much, she could not say. The fact that Alyssa always

  lived in luxury was part of the reason, though by itself this did not explain the attraction. Femke had often posed as other wealthy characters and enjoyed similar comforts. Perhaps it was the

  secret enjoyment of seeing the outrage on others’ faces at Alyssa’s utter selfishness. There was something deliciously naughty about insisting that the owner of the Silver Chalice,

  Versande Matthiason, bring Alyssa’s bags up to her personally, and demanding that Versande’s daughter serve as her personal maid for the duration of her stay.




  The Silver Chalice was one of the oldest buildings in Shandrim, giving it character that was lacking in other expensive inns in the city centre. Her room was beautifully decorated and Femke

  luxuriated in walking barefoot on the soft, thickly piled carpet. Everything about the room had been designed tastefully. The pictures of Nobles and horses blended with the rich, dark wood

  furniture and the deep reds and greens of the carpets and curtains. The bedcovers were of a creamy white with beautifully embroidered flowers, giving the bed a fresh, inviting look. The sheets had

  been perfectly pressed and folded with precision around the ample mattress.




  It was hard to find things to complain about, but in her role as Lady Alyssa, Femke knew that it was both necessary and expected. Femke had Versande remove one of the pictures from the wall,

  declaring that she found one of the gentlemen in it offensive, as he appeared to be smirking at her wherever she went. She also had him remove a vase of flowers that she described as vulgar. In

  fact it was one of the most beautiful displays that she had ever seen, but Alyssa was renowned for her irritating nature and Femke was determined not to disappoint.




  Versande did as he was asked without question, for he knew of Lady Alyssa’s reputation both for being a difficult guest, and for having a very deep purse. He was always willing to overlook

  the nuisance factors and eccentricities of his guests when they paid well.




  Femke relaxed in the luxury of her room and waited until the rest of the Nobility were sure to have received their invitations to the coronation. With a mischievous heart she kept up a string of

  impetuous demands throughout the afternoon. It was easy to justify as character maintenance, but it was also deliciously enjoyable.




  First she enjoyed a steaming hot bath, which naturally had to be at exactly the right temperature, requiring several adjustments with first hot, then cold and then hot water. After this she

  dried herself with soft towels, which she insisted were pre-warmed. Then she ordered dahl and was delighted to receive a wonderfully aromatic brew served with warmed cakes and a generous helping of

  whipped cream. Even Alyssa would have difficulty finding complaint with this, Femke decided, as she allowed the hot liquid of the dahl to dissolve the light cake on her tongue.




  A gentle knock at the door sounded not long after she had finished, and the serving girl who had brought the dahl entered.




  ‘Was that to your satisfaction, my Lady?’ she asked shyly, her head down as she recovered the tray.




  ‘It was adequate, thank you,’ Femke replied haughtily. ‘Tell me, girl, do you have a dressmaker on the premises? I believe I’m going to need a new outfit for tomorrow, so

  I shall require someone to make one for me tonight.’




  ‘A dress by tomorrow?’ the girl squeaked, a mixture of incredulity and horror in her voice. ‘I’m not sure there’s anyone here who could do that, my Lady. But

  I’ll ask Father. Perhaps he will know of someone.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure he will,’ Femke declared confidently. ‘He seems like a competent enough fellow. After all, there must have been others who have needed the services of a

  dressmaker. I’m hardly unique in needing new clothes every now and again.’




  ‘Yes, my Lady. I’ll go and ask at once, my Lady.’




  Versande’s young daughter left with a flustered curtsy. The man was clearly resourceful, for within the hour a dressmaker was knocking at Lady Alyssa’s door.




  The dressmaker, a small, stout woman with a face that expressed little emotion, worked swiftly and with virtually no deference to Lady Alyssa’s rank or station. The moment Alyssa raised

  her voice in complaint at the woman’s brusque voice and no-nonsense manner, the little dress-maker stopped what she was doing and fixed her with a firm stare.




  ‘Do you want a new dress by tomorrow, or not?’ she asked.




  ‘Well, of course I do—’




  ‘Very well,’ the dressmaker interrupted abruptly, ‘if you’re serious, then do as I tell you and give me no grief, or I’ll walk out of here right now. I can

  guarantee that you’ll find no other willing to make you a dress in less than a day, and if they did, they would not have my skill. So, what will it be?’




  Femke was genuinely taken aback by the little woman’s manner and realised that she had met her match. There was little to be gained by playing the stuck-up Noblewoman, so she acquiesced

  with a demure nod and allowed herself to be pulled and pushed around without a murmur as the dressmaker took a myriad of measurements. There were no others in the room to see her so humbled, and

  Femke somehow doubted the dressmaker would speak of it. She did not seem the sort to gossip.




  The woman acclaimed herself the best dressmaker in Shandrim and refused to be told what to make.




  ‘I’ll make you a dress and you’ll like it, or you’ll not. It will matter little to me. I can always sell my wares,’ she stated, her head held high. With

  Femke’s measurements all noted on a piece of slate, the woman whisked out of the room, leaving Femke to wonder what manner of garment she would be brought the next day.




  Femke need not have worried; the woman had not been bragging. The dress was stunning. It was made with a deep red silk and was perfectly complemented by superbly detailed

  silver thread-work. The subtle cut of the neckline, the beautifully stitched bodice and the delicate trim around neck and cuffs were all exquisite. It was incredible that something so beautiful

  could be created in less than a day.




  ‘Oh, wow!’ she breathed in awe. ‘That’s incredible. May I try it on, please?’




  ‘With that manner, you may,’ the dressmaker responded, clearly pleased by the effect of her work.




  ‘How is it that I’ve never heard of you before?’ Femke asked, unconsciously slipping out of character for a moment.




  ‘Well, I don’t just work for anyone, young Lady. Friends earn my work, and Versande has been a good friend over the years.’




  ‘Please, I have been terribly rude to you, for which I apologise. May I ask your name, for I would very much like to order clothes from you again in the future. You’re a

  genius.’




  ‘You may ask, Lady Alyssa, and I’ll not turn down such an honest request. My name is Rikala, but giving you my name does not automatically grant you the right to my

  services.’




  Rikala helped Femke into the dress, carefully fastening the long double row of tiny buttons up the full length of the back. It fitted perfectly, and Femke admired herself in the mirror.




  ‘It’s beautiful, Rikala. Thank you – thank you so much. How much do I owe you? Whatever the price it will be worth the result.’




  ‘Treat my work well, Lady Alyssa,’ Rikala replied. ‘I will know if you have not. You may pay Versande my fee. I’m sure that he will exact a fair price. Good day

  now.’




  Incredible, she thought, twirling again in front of the glass. No matter how much I learn about Shandrim, there are always more surprises around the corner.




  To prove herself worthy of Rikala’s trust, Femke ordered a carriage to take her the short distance to the Palace that afternoon. Though it was no more than a minute’s walk to the

  gates, Femke felt that Alyssa should arrive in a style befitting her new outfit. Besides, the Emperor’s treasury was paying for her to be a rich young Lady, so she felt duty bound to play the

  role properly.




  When she climbed out of the carriage at the Imperial Palace gates, there was no shortage of volunteers to help her down the steps. Lords and Ladies aplenty were arriving for the coronation

  ceremony. All were dressed in their finest for the occasion, but none failed to notice the stunningly elegant figure of Lady Alyssa. It felt wrong that eyes should be on her, as she spent most of

  her life being inconspicuous, yet here she was – centre stage, and loving every second of it. By being so noticeable, Femke had made herself invisible. Nobody would fail to notice her

  presence, but all they would see was a beautiful Noblewoman.




  ‘Ceremonial guard duty,’ grumbled Nelek from the other side of the tent. He was sitting cross-legged on his pile of blankets with a piece of armour in one hand and

  a cloth in the other. ‘Five years in the General’s Elite Legion and I’m reduced to ceremonial guard duty! What’s wrong with the regulars? Why can’t they polish their

  buckles and stand in a line?’




  Reynik smiled to himself. Some people were never satisfied. The idea of standing on display for all the Nobility of Shandrim to see appealed to his pride in being a part of the General’s

  special force. To be chosen for this Legion was an honour. Those taken straight from basic infantry training were a select few, and competition was fierce for the handful of places available each

  year. Reynik was one of only two members in the entire Legion who had not yet celebrated his eighteenth birthday, so the achievement felt all the more special.




  The young man stared for a moment at his reflection in the shining breastplate that he was polishing. Even distorted as it was by the curving surface of the metal, Reynik was pleased to see that

  the face looking back at him was no longer that of a boy. The intense training programme that he had undergone had matured him both physically and mentally. Only when he grinned did the boyish

  exuberance still shine through in his features.




  Nobody deigned to answer Nelek’s grumbling. Instead, the men concentrated on getting their ceremonial armour as immaculately polished as they could. The file leader would be quick to

  chastise if he found so much as the slightest of blemishes in their uniform. No one with any sense upset the file leader. As far as the soldiers were concerned the file leader was a god. It

  followed that the file second was a demi-god, and therefore also to be obeyed without question.




  Commanders, generals and those Noblemen who involved themselves with military matters were largely viewed by the men as strutting peacocks, full of their own importance but out of touch with the

  tough realities of front-line military life. Reynik, however, had a unique perspective on the officer ranks. Both Reynik’s father and his uncle had been Commanders in the Legions. Now that he

  had completed both basic infantry training and advanced training for his current post, Reynik appreciated just how extensive the officers’ knowledge had to be. He viewed neither his father

  nor his uncle as anything but the most professional soldiers he knew, and his ultimate goal was to emulate them by progressing through the ranks to the top levels. He desperately wanted to make his

  father proud.




  Reynik had been subtly trained from the moment he took his first steps. His father had shown him first how to walk in step and then how to swing his arms like a marching soldier, making the

  whole process a child’s game which Reynik had loved playing. As he had grown, so had the games. The father and son rough-and-tumble games that he had enjoyed had not been like those of most

  children. Where some dads simply rolled around on the floor in fun, Reynik’s father gently introduced the techniques of unarmed combat, subtly training his son in skills that many grown men

  struggled to master.




  As a boy, Reynik had loved to listen to his father and uncle debating tactics and military strategy. Looking back now at those discussions, it was easy to see how an officer’s perspective

  had to differ from that of the average soldier. If his uncle had not been killed a little over two years ago, Reynik would have enjoyed listening to those debates even more now.




  The memory of his uncle’s murder caused a momentary knot of anger to spasm in Reynik’s gut. He had been there when it happened. His uncle had not stood a chance. There had been no

  warning, no discernible motive, no provocation that could excuse the cold-blooded killing. One moment Reynik, his cousin and his uncle had been playing a game together in the street. The next

  moment a stranger had appeared as if from nowhere, stabbed Reynik’s uncle in the chest and run off into a nearby alley.




  Reynik had gained a fleeting glimpse of the killer’s face. He knew he would never forget it. He had chased the man into the alley, but had stopped after a few paces. His cousin’s cry

  for help had halted him in his tracks, torn with indecision. Looking back now, it was plain to see that his choice to comfort his distraught cousin was the correct one. If he had followed the

  killer, it was unlikely that Reynik would have survived an encounter with him.




  According to his father, the killer was most likely an assassin. It was, therefore, not surprising that the authorities had never caught him. Even now Reynik always scanned faces in public

  places on the off chance that he could spot the killer with the idea of bringing him to justice.




  ‘Right, men! Look lively.’




  The powerful voice of the file second disrupted Reynik’s reverie. Everyone scrambled to their feet and stood to attention at the end of their beds.




  ‘Ceremonial dress. Inspection. Outside. NOW! We march to the Palace at the next call, men. Look lively now. We don’t have all day.’
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  CHAPTER TWO





  ‘Who is that?’ Lord Danar breathed, his voice low and conspiratorial.




  The small group of young Noblemen around him followed Danar’s eyes with subtle glances and noted the progress of an attractive young woman in a regal, deep-red dress. One of the men

  coughed slightly.




  ‘A fascinating match for you, Danar. Lady Alyssa has an interesting reputation.’




  ‘Interesting? In what way, Sharyll? Speak up, man – I’ve never heard of Lady Alyssa before, nor seen her in Court.’




  ‘Perhaps she has deliberately avoided you, Danar. You do have something of a predatory reputation when it comes to the ladies,’ laughed one of the others in a low voice.




  ‘No, I doubt that,’ Sharyll said with a slight shake of his head. ‘Lady Alyssa is a random element in Shandrim. There are times when she will attend formal functions and

  private parties for a week or two, and then she is not seen for months. When she next shows up, it’s as if she has never been away. Where she goes and how she keeps herself so well abreast of

  the tattle of Court, nobody knows. She is something of an enigma.’




  ‘Ah, I do love a challenge,’ Danar muttered, his eyes still following Alyssa through the Great Hall.




  ‘Well, you could have fooled me, after some of the young ladies you have chosen to share your affections with recently! You can hardly say your last conquest was a challenge now, can you?

  She was all over you like a rash the moment you showed the first sign of interest in her.’ Sharyll’s eyes danced with amusement as he observed Danar’s intense gaze. ‘Lady

  Alyssa is very different to your usual fare. One might say her lack of relationships is what makes her unique – she’s the impossible catch. It’s said she’s the only daughter

  of a wealthy Merchant Lord from one of the coastal cities, though which city I’ve never heard confirmed. Money drips from her fingers, but her moods are capricious and she shuns the slightest

  hint of any romantic advance. You may as well try to catch the dawn mist in a jar, Danar – you’ll get nowhere.’




  The young Lord tore his gaze away from Lady Alyssa and fixed his eyes on his friend’s grinning face. An expression of amusement lit his roguishly handsome features and he ran his fingers

  unconsciously through his jet-black hair. With a grin that accentuated his boyish dimples and set a light in his bright blue eyes, Danar gave a chuckle.




  ‘That’s a gauntlet I can’t resist. Ten gold sen says that I’ll have her walking by my side within a week,’ he announced.




  ‘Done,’ accepted Sharyll without hesitation. ‘I can feel the extra weight of your gold in my purse already. You’re throwing your money away, my friend. The old Danar

  charm will work no wonders on Lady Alyssa. She’ll see through you in an instant. You’re setting yourself up for a fall, Danar, and we’ll all have a laugh at your expense and a keg

  of ale when you pay up.’




  The other young Noblemen sniggered, but Danar ignored them, choosing instead to scan the crowd for Alyssa again, his mind whirling with ideas on how he should approach her.




  The gathering in the Great Hall of the Imperial Palace included Shandrim’s entire high-society clique. Everyone who was anyone milled amongst the towering pillars of the

  Hall, but far from being civilised and light-hearted, the buzz of conversation harboured a potentially explosive mixture of emotion. Pockets of anger and outrage were interspersed with excitement

  and jubilation. Facial expressions ranged from sober to virtually ecstatic; from eager anticipation to foreboding frowns. Femke was glad that Surabar had decided on a heavy military presence. Her

  senses were screaming warnings that the event was a disaster waiting to happen.




  Maintaining a serene visage, Femke breezed through the crowd, turning heads wherever she went. It was easy to play the Lady looking as she did. She silently blessed Rikala again. With subtle

  curtsies to the more senior Lords and nods to the junior ones, Femke walked the length of the Great Hall identifying groups that looked to be brewing trouble. Several looked hostile to the

  forthcoming coronation, but her knowledge of those characters gave her confidence that they would not do anything foolish. Despite the fact that enough bile flowed amongst the Nobility to spawn a

  thousand assassination attempts, Femke started to relax.




  ‘Maybe I’ll get to enjoy the occasion after all,’ she muttered.




  It was the old-school Noblemen who worried Femke most; those Lords who believed nobility came from one’s bloodline. They would never welcome an Emperor born out of the military –

  even if he were a General. Surabar had no Noble lineage and no ‘House’ to back his claim to the Emperor’s Mantle. The old school did not care about Surabar’s fitness to

  rule. To them he was a pretender to the Mantle, and they were unlikely to rest until one of true Noble blood held it in his stead.




  Despite the pockets of bad feeling, Femke felt no air of imminent action within the Hall. The announcement of the coronation had been too sudden and surprising for any attempts at plotting.

  Surabar’s plan of keeping the Nobles off balance was starting well.




  When Femke spotted Lord Danar moving through the crowd towards her she groaned inwardly. There was nowhere to escape to and he was homing in on her like a moth drawn to light. ‘Of all the

  venues for him to single me out at!’ she cursed silently. There could be no quick excuse here, followed by a swift exit. Femke would have to politely negotiate his inevitable advances as

  diplomatically as possible. Danar was a notorious womaniser. He was also the eldest son of Lord Tremarle, one of the most powerful Lords in Shandrim. Therefore, despite an insane urge to kick him

  between the legs, she curtsied and met his sparkling blue eyes with appropriate respect for his rank. His sweeping approach and ridiculously low bow for one of such seniority set her teeth on edge

  before he had even opened his mouth to speak.




  ‘Well met, my Lady,’ he said, flashing a smile that was clearly reserved for the ladies.




  ‘Indeed, Lord Danar, it is an auspicious day for meetings, is it not?’




  ‘You have me at a disadvantage, my Lady. Whilst you obviously know my name, I do not yet have the pleasure of knowing yours.’




  ‘Come now, Lord Danar, you’re not trying to tell me that amongst the notable group of young Lords you were with as I entered the Hall, not one could tell you my name? I find that

  hard to believe,’ she said, with a tone of gentle reproof. ‘I would have thought Lord Sharyll at least would have remembered me, for we had a lengthy conversation not six months

  ago.’




  ‘Unmasked as a rascal from the start,’ he admitted with a shrug, employing the boyish grin that he knew to be devastating. ‘Alas, I merely wanted to hear the name from your own

  lips, my Lady, for I did wonder if they were setting me up. It’s not uncommon for my friends to play practical jokes, and I’m sure that if you look at the group you mentioned,

  you’ll see eyes that follow us closely.’




  Femke looked. Sure enough heads turned away rapidly, causing her to laugh aloud. She also used the moment to sweep the crowd with her eyes again, but there was no sign of imminent trouble. Femke

  returned her focus to Lord Danar, and despite her irritation at his interruption to her task she felt a flutter of attraction. Under other circumstances, Femke knew she would have enjoyed being

  courted by Danar – even though she knew him to be a philanderer. But Femke would not risk her cover identity to pursue a frivolous flirtation on this occasion.




  ‘I am Alyssa,’ Femke said, deliberately dropping the ‘Lady’ title as was appropriate when speaking to a more senior Lord.




  ‘Lady Alyssa,’ Danar acknowledged with another polite bow. ‘Curious. It seems that Sharyll not only remembers you, but he chose to tell me your real name. Do you think he was

  double-bluffing me? Or maybe . . . oh, whatever! The connivances and games of the young men of the Court are unlikely to interest a beautiful young Lady like you.’




  ‘“A beautiful young Lady like you?” And what exactly does that mean, Lord Danar?’ Femke asked with raised eyebrows, her focus slipping over his shoulder for a second to

  observe the groups of Noblemen behind him before meeting his gaze again.




  ‘Oh, nothing sinister, I assure you,’ he replied easily, not noticing her split attention. ‘I merely observed that you didn’t seek out those of your own kind on entering

  the Hall. Indeed, seldom have I seen someone so at home with her own company.’




  ‘Very perceptive, my Lord, but why then did you choose to invade my comfort space? I’m not known for my love of male company, so you must have a reason other than your own

  loneliness. A bet, maybe? A wager with those conniving friends?’




  Danar was thrown by her keen insight, but was careful not to let his discomfort show. Alyssa was sharper than the women he usually courted and that would make an interesting change. To spend

  time with a woman who was both attractive and quick-witted would be a rare pleasure, he decided.




  ‘Not at all, Lady Alyssa! I’ll not deny the others told me of your lack of interest in courtiers, and that this did pique my interest. But it was not the challenge of a potential

  conquest that drew me to you. It was my eternal quest to find a soul mate. My perfect partner, if you will. I’ve been searching most of my life, but alas, I have not yet been successful . . .

  unless . . .’
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