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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  REYNIK – Legionnaire of the General’s Elite Legion. Trained by Femke to infiltrate the Guild of Assassins. Bearer of the Wolf Spider

  icon.




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




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




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




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




  KALHEEN – Palace servant who accompanied Femke on her mission to Thrandor. Son of Rikala the seamstress.




  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. Affectionately known as Izzie by her husband.




  DANNI – House maid to Lord and Lady Kempten.




  TOOMAS – An unscrupulous tattle tout.




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




  SHANTELLA – Member of the Guild of Assassins – Brother Fox The sole female member of the Guild.




  OTHER ASSASSINS – Brothers: Firedrake, Scorpion, Bear, Viper and Cougar.




  LORD BORCHMAN – Shrewd ‘old school’ Lord of Shandar. Contender for the Mantle of Emperor.




  LORD REAVIS – Lord of Shandar. Contender for the Mantle of Emperor.




  LORD MARNILLUS – Powerful Lord of Shandar. Leading contender for the Mantle of Emperor.




  JABAL – Grand Magician. Member of the Council of Magicians and tutor at the Academy of Magicians in Terilla.




  CALVYN – An acolyte magician. Also known as Lord Shanier, scourge of the Legions, due to a recent incident that resulted in the loss of five Imperial

  Legions.




  ALTMAN – Butler to Lord Kempten.




  DERRIGAN DARKWEAVER – Long dead magician. Creator of the magical icons utilised by the Guild.




  COMMANDER LUTALO – Commander of the Elite First Legion. Father of Reynik




  DEVARUSSO – Flamboyant leader of a troupe of travelling actors.




  SERRIUS – Widely regarded as the deadliest gladiator ever to tread the sands of the arena in Shandrim. Retired after sustaining a serious

  injury.




  NADREK – A top gladiator.




  DERRYN AND BARTOK – Street entertainers. Talented knife throwers.
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  CHAPTER ONE





  The shadow glided silently across the wall like a giant spider, limbs spread and finding purchase with apparent ease. Given the assassin’s height above the ground, any

  watcher would have marvelled at the confidence with which the dark shape moved, but none saw him.




  Shalidar was ever aware of the deadly drop, but totally unafraid. He breathed easily, his mind focused and calm as he reached for his next hold. He had always been an exceptional climber. His

  lean, athletic frame and strong fingers made the impossible appear natural. Edging confidently across a narrow ledge, he paused at the window high above the ground. It was bolted shut. Momentary

  irritation niggled, but did not distract him from his goal. He no longer had current passwords to access the Imperial Palace by conventional entrances, but such a minor problem would not prevent

  him from reaching his target.




  He moved on. A gust of wind tugged at his cloak and he paused a moment, clinging to the wall like a limpet as he waited for the destabilising force to subside. The wind died to a gentle sigh and

  he made another series of moves. The next window was not far. A glance around the frame revealed the drapes to be open. The room inside was dark. Another glance and a warm feeling of success heated

  his gut. The window bolt was open.




  Lifting the window whilst precariously perched on the narrowest of ledges took extraordinary balance, but there had never been anything ordinary about Shalidar. Without making a sound, he opened

  the window and slipped inside, silently closing it behind him.




  ‘Is this a step too far?’ he wondered as he crossed the room to the door. ‘Will the Guildmaster accept yet another circumstantial excuse?’




  Shalidar listened at the door for a moment. All was quiet in the corridor outside. He slipped out and flitted along the passageway on silent feet. His clear mental map of the Palace allowed him

  to move without hesitation, but a sudden wave of doubt made him pause in the shadow of a doorway.




  The Palace appeared silent and deserted. It was dangerous to stay in any one place for too long, but he needed a few moments to settle his indecision. If he killed Emperor Surabar, the

  ex-General would become the second bearer of the Imperial Mantle he had assassinated inside a year. For the first hit he had enjoyed the benefit of the perfect cover, but he had no such protection

  this time. If he killed Surabar, concealing his involvement from the Guild would be impossible. The Guild would use truth serum to force information from him if they felt it necessary. The thought

  made him shudder.




  The Assassins’ Creed forbade a member of the Guild to kill the Emperor. The penalty for doing so was death. Shalidar had twisted the creed on many occasions to suit his need, but he had

  stretched his luck to the limit during recent months. The Guildmaster’s patience with him was wearing thin, but the reward was tantalising: legal inheritance to a powerful noble House. If he

  were to play his hand well, such a position might ultimately see the Emperor’s Mantle placed on his own shoulders. It hardly seemed possible, but Lord Tremarle was serious. Shalidar was sure

  of it. The death of the Lord’s last remaining son, Danar, followed by that of his best friend, Lord Lacedian, had provided a powerful if misguided motive for seeing the Emperor dead. However,

  to capitalise on the old man’s misconceived notion of revenge, Shalidar would have to gamble with his own life. Did he dare?




  His turbulent thoughts began to calm and his dark eyes glittered with calculating malice. He slid out from the doorway and moved noiselessly forwards into the depths of the Palace. It was late.

  The passageways were quiet. Getting close to the Emperor’s study without being seen would not be difficult.




  He had come to the Palace to look for Wolf Spider. His reason for being here was legitimate. The Guildmaster had tasked him to kill the young man who had infiltrated the Guild. Wolf

  Spider’s links to the Emperor were beyond doubt. The legitimacy of his presence in the depths of the Imperial Palace gave Shalidar further reason to consider making the hit tonight. But how

  could he make the hit look accidental? If his target had been anyone other than the Emperor, he would have used Wolf Spider as a smokescreen without hesitation. But the Guildmaster was no fool. It

  would not take him long to work out what Shalidar was about.




  The assassin moved like a phantom through the Palace, gliding smoothly from one dark recess to the next. There were some sounds of movement from within rooms on either side of the passageways,

  but no one disturbed him as he threaded his way into the heart of the Emperor’s domain.




  The smell of polish and cleaning wax hung heavy in the air, as it always did in the Palace corridors. Despite the high ceilings and the inevitable smoky odour from the burning torches that lit

  the inner walkways, every door, every wooden panel, every surface gleamed with the effort of generations of Palace staff.




  As he expected, two guards held post outside the Emperor’s study. They were dressed in full ceremonial armour and were armed with swords, knives, and what looked like miniature crossbows.

  Crossbows! That was a development he had not considered. It was most unusual to arm indoor guards with mid-range weapons.




  Shalidar held his position. He was hidden in deep shadow some distance along the corridor from where the two men were standing silent and alert. Torches were alight in the Emperor’s study.

  He could see the light shining through the narrow windows that opened high in the wall of the passageway. Surabar was there, but the assassin had no way of getting any closer without revealing

  himself to the guards. As things stood, he would have to kill them to get to Surabar. He was not prepared to test the guards’ marksmanship in order to get close enough to guarantee clean

  kills. The risk was too great. He needed a diversion: something to draw the guards away from the door, or distract them.




  Fire was always good, but he did not want to risk burning down the Imperial Palace. No. He needed something spectacular, but not life threatening – an occurrence that would catch

  everyone’s attention and draw the Emperor from his study.




  The question remained: what? Unusually he found himself bereft of ideas to begin with. Then the seed of an idea germinated within his mind. Within seconds it flourished and grew. It was genius,

  he decided – a plan worthy of the Dragon. Everything he needed was here in the Palace. A surge of excitement filled his belly with fire. Hugging the shadows, he slipped away and made for one

  of the Palace’s many drawing rooms.




  It did not take long for Shalidar to find what he needed. There was a writing desk with all the necessary implements in a nearby room. Writing was not something he made a habit of, as it left a

  trail that could be traced. However, in this case it was necessary. He lit a candle at the writing desk and began. Once he had drafted his letter, he rewrote it neatly in a bold, flowing script.

  With the final copy finished to his satisfaction, he set fire to the draft. This he threw into the fireplace and watched to make sure it was totally consumed before returning to his polished

  version.




  He blew gently on the ink for a moment to help it finish drying, then folded the letter neatly and melted wax over the join to seal it. There was a generic Imperial household seal on the desk,

  so Shalidar pressed it into the drying wax. It was a nice touch, he decided with a twisted grin.




  Next he needed someone to deliver it. Speaking to somebody would generate another piece of traceable evidence that he could do without, but it did not cause him great concern. By the time he was

  finished, any lasting evidence would be blurred.




  He snuffed out the candle and left the drawing room. Nobody was abroad in the Palace at this time of night. The only people still at work were the cooks, who were preparing the food for the

  morning. Shalidar made for the servants’ exit, but not with the intention of leaving. Instead he went to the cloakroom near the external door. It took but a few moments to find what he was

  looking for.




  Wrapping an Imperial guard’s long night cloak around his shoulders, he gathered his hair at the back of his head and put on a helmet. He turned up the collar of the cloak to hide any

  telltale tufts of his unmilitarylike locks trailing from the back of the helmet. Once dressed in his crude disguise, he surveyed the effect in a large wall mirror. His dark eyes scanned up and down

  the reflection, noting every detail. His boots were not regulation style, but he did not intend to let anyone see his feet. He would pass at first glance as an Imperial guard, and that was all that

  mattered. As a final matter of more important detail, he rubbed at his cheeks to make them flush as if he had just walked in from the cold. Perfect, he decided.




  Without pause he turned and crossed the hallway to the entrance to the kitchens. He opened the door a little and leaned through the narrow gap such that just his head and shoulders were

  inside.




  ‘Anyone here know someone called Kalheen?’ he asked, looking around and making eye contact with each of the handful of cooks on the late-evening shift.




  ‘Yeah, I know Kalheen. He’s floor staff. He doesn’t work here in the kitchens,’ one of them answered, suspicion in his eyes.




  ‘Do you know where his quarters are?’ Shalidar asked. ‘I have a letter for him. The girl said it was very urgent – something to do with life and death. Might be a family

  member or something.’




  The kitchen hand looked across with an enquiring expression at one of the older men. The response was a terse nod. ‘No problem,’ he said, ‘I’ll take the letter. If

  he’s in his room, I’ll have it in his hands in a few minutes.’




  ‘Thanks for that. It’ll save me getting into trouble for being away from my post too long. You know what security’s like at the moment. Everyone’s paranoid.’




  There was a general grumbling agreement to that statement. Without fully entering the kitchen, Shalidar handed the letter to the man and then withdrew, closing the door behind him. It was a few

  steps to the external door. He exited swiftly, pleased with the success of his ploy.




  Once outside, he moved instantly into the nearest deep shadow. He needed to give the cook a good head start, so he counted slowly to one hundred. As he counted he removed the cloak and helmet

  and stowed them under a nearby shrub. With the count complete, he re-entered through the door. If Brother Falcon’s description of Kalheen were accurate, then the man’s gullibility would

  lead him to act swiftly. Shalidar knew he had very little time to get into position. Every second counted.




  He set off through the maze of corridors at a brisk walk. His eyes and ears strained ahead for any sign of movement. Intimate knowledge of the Palace served him well, as his indirect route

  through the less frequently used passageways gave him a clear path to his observation point in the shadows near the Emperor’s study. Nothing had changed. The guards were still in position.

  The Emperor’s study was still lit. As long as Kalheen took the bait, the Emperor would be hard pressed not to come to the door when it began.




  Kalheen awoke with a start from his sleep. Someone was knocking insistently at his door.




  ‘Wha . . . what? It can’t be morning already? Shand! Have I overslept again?’ he muttered as he rubbed at his eyes and tried to focus on something. ‘Who is it? What do

  you want?’ he called more loudly.




  ‘Letter for you. Urgent I’m told. Do you want me to slide it under the door?’ replied a voice.




  It was not a voice that was instantly familiar, though something in Kalheen’s mind told him he should know the person to whom the voice belonged.




  ‘A letter?’ he asked. ‘Who’s it from?’




  ‘I don’t know. A girl sent it apparently. Said it was a matter of life or death . . .’




  ‘Mother!’ Kalheen exclaimed, instantly fearing the worst. He leaped from his bed and stumbled across to the door. Flinging it open, he grabbed the letter from the messenger’s

  hand with a worried mumble of thanks.




  The kitchen hand was a little put out by Kalheen’s abruptness, but the pale look of shock and concern on the servant’s round face was enough to make forgiving his rudeness easy.




  ‘I’d better get back to the kitchen. I hope the news is not all bad,’ the messenger said, backing away.




  ‘Thanks,’ Kalheen mumbled, his attention totally fixed on the folded, sealed note held between his fat, trembling fingers. There was no question of his lighting the torch in his

  room. His hands were shaking too much to contemplate trying to kindle a flame. Heedless of anyone else seeing him in his rumpled old nightshirt, he walked the few paces along the corridor to where

  the nearest lit torch was bracketed and took a closer look at the letter. The handwriting was not his mother’s. Was that good or bad? He did not like to think. It was sealed with an Imperial

  seal, so someone here in the Palace had written it. ‘Who in the Palace would write to me on a matter of life and death,’ he thought. Was this some sort of practical joke? If so, then it

  was not funny.




  He broke the seal and opened up the letter. His eyes widened as he began to read.




  

    

      Dear Kalheen,




      I’m sorry to contact you like this, but I need your help. There are traitors at work in the Palace. The Emperor’s life is in danger. If I cannot flush them out into the open,

      then I fear he will not live to see the dawn.




      There are not many in the Palace I can trust. After our recent trip to Thrandor together, I know I can count on you. What I need you to do is simple, but of the utmost importance. If you

      do it right, then it could make the difference between the Emperor living, or dying tonight.




      Go immediately to the Imperial Bell Tower. Don’t delay. When you get there, go inside and barricade the door from within. Then ring the Imperial Bell. Don’t stop ringing it

      until the guards break in. The bell will panic the traitors into action. I will do the rest.




      Burn this letter as soon as you have read it. Don’t wait, Kalheen. Go now. I’m counting on you.




      Yours in haste,




      Femke


    


  




  Femke! He had hardly seen so much as a glimpse of the Imperial spy since they had returned from Thrandor, and now this. He was to be an agent: an agent for an Imperial spy.

  Just the thought of it sent pictures and potential stories spinning through his mind in a kaleidoscope of images. It was all he could do to bring himself to his senses. He had no time to waste in

  idle dreaming. Femke needed his help now, and he, Kalheen, would not let her down.




  ‘Burn the letter first,’ he muttered, lifting it to the flame of the torch and setting light to the corner. The parchment caught and the flame spread rapidly across the sheet. He

  held it as long as he could before dropping it onto the stone floor. The flame consumed the letter, leaving only a few wafer-thin pieces of curled black ash.




  Kalheen raced back into his room. There was no time to dress, but he could not run around the Palace with nothing on but his nightshirt. He slipped his boots onto his bare feet and grabbed his

  cloak from the peg on the back of the door. Wrapping it around his body, he set off through the Palace as fast as he could walk.




  The bell tower was located in the main west wing of the central Palace structure. Kalheen did not encounter anyone during his brisk transit. The door to the ground floor of the tower was not

  locked, but neither was there any light inside. It took a moment of fumbling around in the darkness before he located a torch and pulled it from the wall bracket. He lit it from one of the torches

  in the corridor outside and re-entered the tower.




  Once inside, he lit two further torches. There was plenty of material with which to barricade the door. The tower was not in regular use. Its function by design was that of announcing the

  passing of an Emperor. As this was such an irregular and infrequent occurrence, the Palace staff had utilised much of the ground floor space for many years as a storage area for excess furniture.

  Dressers, tables, chairs, a chaise longue, bookcases and a host of smaller items lined the walls of the lower tower lobby. Aside from the access to the central staircase, there was little floor

  space that was clear.




  The staircase climbed a single floor to a square chamber with no doors. The chamber was undecorated save for a large, circular rug. The deep pile of finest wool was woven with the Imperial Seal

  of Shandar in rich gold and silver against a background of deepest royal purple.




  A single rope with an intricate end knot hung through a small round hole in the ceiling. Many spans above, in the lofty heights of the belfry, the rope was attached to the swinging mechanism of

  the great Imperial Bell. Access to the belfry was through a trap door via a ladder fixed to the north wall of the tower, but Kalheen had no need to climb further.




  After his initial swift scout around to make sure that he was alone, Kalheen placed his lit torch back in the wall bracket on the ground floor and set to work building the barricade. He was

  determined to help Femke to the best of his ability, but he was also aware of the time constraints. Using every ounce of his bulk, he heaved a large, heavy bookcase across to block the doorway

  first. Then, working swiftly and systematically, he piled more and more furniture behind it. After a few minutes he was sweating profusely. It was the most physically demanding exercise he had done

  in months.




  ‘That’ll have to do,’ he panted softly, surveying his handiwork with a self-satisfied eye. Taking the nearby torch from its bracket again, he headed up the stairs to where the

  bell pull beckoned. There was a bracket on the south wall for his torch. He jammed it into the bracket and he grabbed hold of the rope with both hands. ‘OK, Femke – here it

  comes.’




  At the first toll of the bell, the two guards at the door to the Emperor’s study looked at one another in confusion and alarm. At the second resounding DONG,

  they began talking urgently in fierce whispers.




  Shalidar drew a knife from his boot. His heart pounded as he crouched in the shadows. He was poised, ready to leap at the first sign of the Emperor. Would he come out? Would the bell prove

  sufficiently appealing bait? Or would the canny old General see through the trap and go to ground?




  DONG, DONG, DONG . . .




  The bell tolled loud and insistent. All over the Palace people began to move. Groups congregated in the hallways and corridors asking if it could be true. Was the Emperor dead? How had he died?

  Why was the bell tolling now? Would it not have been better to wait until morning?




  Off-duty guards scrambled to dress. On-duty guards milled in confusion, asking directions of their superiors where they could. Senior guards and guard commanders did their utmost to display a

  calm front as they were bombarded with questions from all quarters.




  ‘Come on! Come on!’ Shalidar urged through gritted teeth. ‘You can’t resist this, you old meddler.’




  If the Emperor did not show within the next few seconds, Shalidar knew he would have to abandon the hit and move into a better position in order to escape the Palace unnoticed. The guard

  commanders would not take long to collect their thoughts and come running.




  . . . DONG, DONG, DONG . . .




  ‘Damn you, Surabar!’ he swore under his breath. Time had run out.




  Keeping to the shadows, Shalidar began edging away from the study. He moved slowly to avoid drawing the attention of the guards. As he did so, he could hear the sound of running footsteps

  approaching along an intersecting passageway. They were still some distance away, but they were closing fast. Just then, the door to the Emperor’s study opened. The two guards turned to face

  the Emperor.




  It had worked, but the window of opportunity was very small if he was to strike and still make a clean getaway. Shalidar had never been one to play safe. He leaped into motion the moment the

  door began to move. His target was in sight. The focus of the guards was away from the corridor. He was committed.




  The sound of the bell brought Emperor Surabar to his feet as if he were propelled from his seat. His chair tipped backwards, but he spun and caught it before it fell.




  ‘What in Shand’s name . . .’ he began, his voice trailing off as the bell tolled a second time.




  The bell tolled again and again, the sorrowful tones reverberating through the Palace. Instinct carried him around the desk and towards the door, but he paused before his hand touched the

  handle. Was this a trap? Did someone want him to move from his study? On the other hand someone could be trying to draw the guards away in order to trap him inside. ‘Damned if I move and

  damned if I don’t,’ he thought grimly. ‘Whatever I do is likely to be wrong.’ Maybe someone was playing a prank. It seemed unlikely. This had the feel of an assassination

  attempt.




  He raised his hand towards the door handle again. Once more he stopped. Should he open the door or barricade it? His desk was heavy. It would slow down any potential assailant. There were

  weapons on the wall that he could wield if it came to it. ‘If I open the door, I would be a fool to do so unprepared,’ he thought. He went to the nearest wall and drew a sword from its

  ornamental scabbard. He hefted it to test the weight and balance of the blade. It was a little heavier than he preferred, but it was a good weapon. ‘It will do,’ he decided.




  The guards turned inwards towards him as he opened the door. They looked confused and worried. A movement to his left caught his eye. He recognised Shalidar instantly. The assassin was almost

  upon the left-hand guard. Surabar opened his mouth to give warning, but the assassin struck before he had a chance to speak. A crossbow bolt flashed past him from left to right, missing his chest

  by no more than a hand span. Before he had a chance to raise his sword more than halfway to the horizontal, pain erupted in his right side. His breath froze in his throat and he lost his grip on

  the sword. The passageway tilted alarmingly as his legs collapsed from under him. His mind could not fathom what had happened. His perspective of the corridor was wrong. It made no sense. Shalidar

  had been attacking from his left. What had hit him from the right?




  Then Shalidar was standing over him. The assassin’s cold smile was more than he could bear. Fury burned within him, a white-hot hatred that spewed a string of curses to his lips. The

  strange thing was he could not articulate them. His body was not responding. Nothing made sense. The world was spinning out of control. He was choking, drowning in a sea of fiery red anger.




  Shalidar speared down the corridor with barely a whisper of sound to mark his passing. The Emperor saw him before either of the guards, but by then it was too late. The

  assassin rammed his knife at the thin metal backplate of the nearest guard with his left hand. The ceremonial armour was not designed to withstand a strike of such force. The knife sliced right

  through the metal. The man stiffened with shock and pain. At the same time Shalidar grabbed the guard’s right hand, which was holding the mini crossbow. In the blink of an eye, he had angled

  the weapon up at the second guard and triggered the firing mechanism. There was a thunk, thud, followed by a short pause and then another thunk, thud.




  Shalidar shoved the dying guard forward and drew another knife, but his work was done. The first thunk, thud, sounds had marked the release of the crossbow bolt and the projectile

  striking the second guard high in the chest. This second guard, thrown back by the force of the bolt, had then inadvertently squeezed the trigger on his own crossbow resulting in the second rapid

  sequence of sounds. To the assassin’s delight, the stray bolt fired by the dying guard had struck the Emperor in the side of his ribcage. Fired at point-blank range, the arrow had penetrated

  deep into his chest.




  Both guards and the Emperor fell almost simultaneously, the Emperor’s sword clattering on the floor. The two guards were as good as dead before they fell. The Emperor’s wound was

  also mortal. Blood flowed freely from the wound in his side, and frothed at his mouth and nose. The bolt had clearly punctured his right lung. Without a miracle, the Emperor would be dead inside

  the next few minutes, most likely by drowning in his own blood. It was tempting to finish him, but Shalidar thought better of it. Chance had played in his favour. He would no longer have to worry

  about the Guild subjecting him to truth serum. He had not directly killed the Emperor and he could say so in all truth.




  Under the influence of truth serum no man could lie. There was a way to beat the power of the potion. He had done it once before. The method was not pleasant, but the stakes were so high, he

  would have been willing to endure the discomfort, the feelings of violation and the risk of betrayal involved in allowing a sorcerer to meddle with his memories. Old Memison had already delved

  through Shalidar’s memories once. He knew enough of the assassin’s past to see him executed a hundred times over. Whatever else the sorcerer might be, he had proved himself to be no

  tattler.




  Emperor Surabar was slumped in the doorway, neither sitting nor lying. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound made it past his lips. He coughed. More blood bubbled and dribbled from his

  mouth. His eyes burned with hatred more intense than any Shalidar had ever seen. For the slightest moment he felt a cold shiver run down his spine, then a shout sounded behind him. A group of

  guards were rounding the corner from a side corridor. The guard who had shouted was loading a crossbow. Shalidar did not hesitate. He hurdled the bodies of the guards and sprinted off down the

  corridor.




  The assassin darted into the first side passage to his left. As he did so a crossbow bolt ricocheted off the wall behind him, missing him by no more than a finger’s width. High on

  adrenalin he raced down the passageway and turned again, this time through an unmarked door that led to a service stairwell. It was well that he knew the Palace intimately, for without such

  knowledge, escape would be unlikely.




  The bell would have put the guards on full alert at all the outer gates. They did not normally check people exiting the Palace, but under the circumstances it was unlikely that he would get past

  them without being stopped. That left two options. He could hide within the Palace, or he could exit the Palace by a route that the guards would not be watching. The latter option was preferable.

  Once the guards got organised, they would search the Palace thoroughly. Shalidar was sure that some of the hiding places he knew would fool the guards, but there was always the chance that one of

  them might get lucky.




  Foregoing the obvious exits, he turned left and climbed up the stairs. With feather-light footsteps he raced up a floor, taking the steps two at a time. The stairwell was square with the steps

  turning at each corner. He reached the landing area and opened the door into the top-floor corridor system. A smile touched his lips briefly as he paused in the doorway, for he could hear his

  pursuers clattering downwards and away from him. ‘So far, so good,’ he thought.




  There were folk gathering in the corridor and there was a buzz of speculation. The bell was still tolling its mournful message. Kalheen must have done a good job of barricading the door,

  Shalidar realised. The guards would certainly be trying to get into the tower by now.




  Twice people tried to question the assassin as he passed, but he brushed them aside by frowning and claiming important Imperial business. His purposeful stride and officious manner were enough

  to prevent bystanders impeding his progress.




  When he reached the end of the corridor, he turned right and then immediately left into the drawing room there. Nobody was inside. Shalidar closed the door behind him. There was enough light

  from the windows that he did not need to light a torch. He crossed the room to the window nearest the left corner. It opened easily. He looked out across the Palace grounds and over the outer wall

  to the cluttered hotchpotch of buildings that crowded around the Imperial stronghold. It looked almost as if the city buildings were bustling around the Palace, pushing and shoving one another to

  try to get as close as possible.




  Shalidar’s eyes swept downwards to the area below the window. It was a long way to the ground, but he had made the climb safely before on several occasions. The descent was not difficult

  for a talented climber, but there was always a risk of falling, no matter how slight.




  Shalidar switched his focus back inside for a moment. He reached up and twisted the right-hand end stop from the curtain pole. The curtain was easy to remove. The heavy material had hung from as

  high as he could reach to the floor – a useful length. He rolled it into a bundle and leaned out of the window to see if he could see anyone moving about in the Palace grounds below. There

  did not appear to be anyone around. This was not a surprise. The guards were most likely concentrated around the gates. He dropped the bundle and watched as it descended to the ground. The thud as

  it landed was clearly audible despite the tolling of the bell. He waited for a moment to see if the noise aroused any interest. No one came running.




  With one last look around, he climbed out of the window and eased along the ledge to the nearest corner of the building. The fancy stonework that decorated the corners of the Palace buildings

  offered plenty of handholds. The only disadvantage was that descending a corner made him more visible against the night sky. His silhouette would stand out far more readily than if he descended a

  flat wall.




  He descended quickly, making the fancy cornerstones and gargoyles appear much like a ladder as his hands and feet found purchase with ease. No more than two minutes later he was back on solid

  ground. There was plenty of deep shadow in the Palace gardens. His black cloak, leggings and boots made him feel all but invisible. He scouted the ground under the window and retrieved the curtain

  bundle.




  ‘Hey, you! Stop where you are!’




  Instinctive reaction made Shalidar glance up. It was a mistake. His face reflected the moonlight, giving a clearer target for the guards to aim at.




  ‘How in Shand’s name did he get down there?’ a voice exclaimed from a second window. The assassin’s face split into a wide grin at the comment. ‘Let them

  wonder,’ he thought. It was unlikely that the guards would follow his path down the side of the building. He exploded into a sprint across the gardens.




  His muscles automatically tensed at the thunk, thunk sound of two crossbow bolts being released, but the shots were wild. He did not even hear the bolts land. The crossbows used by the

  guards were not renowned for their accuracy. There was always the chance of a lucky shot, but they were more for short range and deterrence than for use as a precision long-range weapon. As soon as

  he had run a reasonable distance from the main building, he knew he was in little danger from those in the upper-floor windows.




  He reached the outer wall of the Palace gardens. The wall was high, more than twice as tall as he was, and topped with iron spikes. The creamy-coloured stone had been rendered smooth. There was

  no way of climbing it without a rope . . . or a curtain, Shalidar thought with a grin. He unrolled the material with a flick and then whipped it up towards the spikes on the top of the wall. His

  first attempt failed to snag anything, but his second tangled on two of the iron spikes. Working quickly he twisted the material until it became like a thick rope and then, with one final tug to

  ensure it was secure enough to take his weight, he began to climb.




  A crossbow bolt clattered against the wall about three paces to his right. To get an arrow that close was a good shot considering the range, but close was not good enough. He walked up the wall,

  pulling hand over hand as he climbed the makeshift rope. The cloth began to rip as he reached the crown of the wall, but the hem acted as a stop point for the tear. The ascent took seconds. Pausing

  a moment to fasten the curtain material more securely, he stepped carefully over the spikes and flipped the trailing end over to the other side of the wall.




  With a last glance back at the Palace, he took a double handful of cloth in preparation to begin his descent. As he did so there was a sickening thud combined with an explosion of pain in his

  right thigh. The shock and pain took him by surprise. In what seemed like slow motion, Shalidar lost his balance and toppled off the wall.
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  CHAPTER TWO





  ‘Is this it?’ Reynik asked, keeping his voice low.




  ‘Yes, this is the place,’ Femke replied. ‘He’s many things, but pretentious is not one of them.’




  Reynik nodded. If Femke said this plain-looking country house was where they were going, he would follow her with the utmost confidence. The young woman spy was not much older than he was, but

  she had a wealth of experience.




  ‘Should we go straight up to the house?’ he asked.




  Femke paused for a moment before answering. Her head tipped back just a fraction as she gave the surrounding countryside a sweep with her piercing, grey-blue eyes. The sun was sinking fast into

  the west. It would soon be dusk. ‘We should take a few precautions first. I’m sure we’ve not been followed, but there’s always the chance that someone has employed a watcher

  to monitor the estate. Let’s split up and circle the house. Stay at a good distance, and try to keep out of direct line of sight where you can. We don’t want to alarm those

  inside.’




  Standing in her stirrups, Femke looked over the high hedge between the lane and the outer gardens of the country house. The house looked large, but simple in design with little outward evidence

  that it belonged to a Lord of substance. The only clue was in the quality of the build. The walls were thick and strong. They were made from large, regular blocks of the local grey stone. This did

  little to enhance the beauty of the building. There were no fancy gables or elegant balconies. The house was a straightforward, oblong-shaped structure – solid and practical.




  The gardens were extensive, but laid out with a simple elegance that required minimal maintenance. Much of the land surrounding the house was set to grass. The exceptions were an orchard to the

  west that looked to be a mixture of apple and plum trees, and a few borders filled with ornamental shrubs and trees.




  Here and there were signs of a woman’s touch. Window boxes filled with early-blooming flowers softened the looming greyness of the house, and carefully-tended hanging baskets hung from

  large iron brackets to either side of the main doorway. A cast-iron table surrounded by four chairs rested next to a small pond in the outer gardens. The table and chairs had been placed such that

  two large trees growing nearby would offer them shade in the heat of a summer afternoon. A small willow tree, recently planted, overhung the water. If Femke had to judge, she would say it was the

  Lady of the house who organised the maintenance of the grounds, most likely taking an active hand with some of the finer details.




  ‘You circle to the west. I’ll go east. I’ll meet you by that cedar tree over there,’ she said softly, pointing to a huge, spreading tree just visible beyond and to the

  left of the house. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open. If anyone is watching, they’ll not be obvious. Remember what I taught you about how agents camouflage their positions. A watcher will

  not be easy to see, but only the very best leave no signs of their presence.’




  ‘And if I do find a watcher?’




  ‘Leave him alone,’ Femke ordered. ‘Note his position, but don’t give any indication you’ve seen him. Rendezvous with me by the cedar. We’ll tackle any trouble

  together. Let’s not take unnecessary risks.’




  Reynik nodded and, with a gentle tug, turned his horse to the left. Initially he backtracked down the lane along which they had approached. He kept his mount at a slow, steady walk. Making noise

  on horseback was inevitable, but at a walking pace the noise was not great. He had few worries about encountering danger that he could not handle out here in the countryside. After the events of

  the previous evening, it was hard to imagine he would ever face such danger again.




  ‘Complacency will get you killed, son,’ his father had told him. The words echoed in his mind, ringing with sad irony given his father’s fate. Killed by the assassin, Shalidar,

  in the heart of his Legion’s campsite, it was difficult not to question if complacency had played a part in his death.




  Thoughts of his father brought with them a welter of emotions. The sharp pain of grief brought fresh tears to his tired eyes. Fierce anger and the burning desire for vengeance see-sawed with the

  feeling that losing his father’s strength had somehow made him weak and helpless. The conflicting feelings were confusing and overwhelming, and his ability to cope with them was not helped by

  his extreme fatigue.




  He dashed the tears from his cheeks. No matter how his father had died, Reynik was not ready to abandon his words of wisdom. Lutalo’s advice had served him well during the last two years.

  Not many young soldiers enjoyed the privilege of having an experienced Legion Commander for a father; even fewer could boast one who was willing to act as a personal tutor. The military insights he

  had gained had given him a huge advantage during his training as a Legionnaire. However, none of his lessons had prepared him for the situations he had faced during the past few days.




  As he rode, he did his best to stay alert. Vivid flashbacks to his running battle with a string of top assassins the night before, combined with a lack of sleep, did not help. He could feel his

  concentration waning, but he felt helpless. He tried splashing his face with cold water from his canteen as he rode, but his focus continued to slip in and out.




  ‘Come on!’ he urged himself in a muttered growl. ‘Get a grip, Reynik. Don’t let yourself down now.’




  A short while later, Reynik reached the cedar tree. He had noted nothing unusual, but as he rubbed at his cheeks and eyes in an effort to stimulate life back into his face, he wondered if he

  would have noticed even the most obvious of watchers in his current state. He had to admit it was unlikely.




  He did not have to wait long for Femke. She looked shattered too. But despite the dark rings under her eyes, she had an air of alertness about her that he knew he did not share.




  ‘Anything?’ she asked.




  He shook his head. ‘Not that I saw, but I’m not in much of a state to be positive about my sweep.’




  ‘I didn’t see anything either. We’ll have to risk it. We both need rest, and if someone is out there, he knows we’re here now anyway. We might as well go in.’




  Rather than circle all the way back to the main entrance, they decided to use a path in towards the house that Femke had noted not far from their current position. The stables were on this side

  of the house, so the path was likely one used for recreational riding, rather than a thoroughfare. More to the point, it saved unnecessary riding, which was welcome on many counts.




  Femke had never been comfortable riding a horse. She had spent a lot of time in a saddle during her recent mission to Thrandor, but she was a realist when it came to her abilities. As a

  horsewoman, she knew she was more adequate than accomplished. They had been riding less than a day from Shandrim, but Femke’s thighs were stiff from the journey.




  Reynik had fared better, but was more than a little pleased that they had reached their destination. He had ridden extensively as a boy, but he was suffering the intense weariness that follows a

  sustained rush of adrenalin combined with the emotional weight of losing his father. His night of danger had passed. He had not rested in nearly two days. All he wanted to do now was to bathe and

  sleep – not necessarily in that order.




  As they neared the stables, it became apparent that their approach had not gone unnoticed. A stable boy stepped out to meet them, walking forward with confidence, but not so quickly as to

  frighten the horses. He took the reins of Femke’s horse while she dismounted, patting her horse’s neck and talking to it in a low, warm voice as she stepped clear. Reynik dismounted

  without assistance, but the boy was quick to take his reins as well.




  ‘My Lord and Lady Kempten have been informed of your arrival. Danni, one of our maids, will show you the way. If you could meet her at the door over there, please?’ he said

  politely.




  ‘Our bags—’ Reynik began.




  ‘Can wait,’ Femke interrupted. ‘We should attend the Lord and Lady, Reynik. That’s what we’re here for. We’ll be staying tonight. Could you see that our bags

  are taken to our rooms, please?’ she asked the stable boy.




  ‘Of course, ma’am. Leave it to me.’




  They walked to the door that the stable boy had pointed to and went inside. A young girl in a grey dress with a white apron was waiting for them. She curtsied as they entered.




  ‘May I take your cloaks?’ she asked in a timid voice.




  ‘Thank you, Danni. That would be most kind,’ Femke responded, smiling warmly at her. She removed her cloak and draped it over the girl’s proffered arm. Reynik added his and

  nodded his thanks. ‘We were told you would take us to see the Lord and Lady. Do you know if they’re ready to receive us? Our business with them is urgent, but we don’t want to

  offend them by appearing in our travelling gear and smelling of horses.’




  ‘That’s all right, my Lady. Lord Kempten said that I was to show you to his study right away.’




  ‘Very good. Lead on then.’




  The passageway along which Danni initially led them was narrow and dark. It was clearly a part of the house used solely by the servants. Once through the end door, however, the change was

  startling. The grey exterior of the house had not visually prepared them for what awaited inside. The central hallway of the house was stunning.




  Everything was clean, bright and tasteful. Exposed beams contrasted with the fresh whiteness of the ceiling. Rich panelling of shining teak was offset by subtle shades of green, and everywhere

  they looked the furnishings were made with materials of the highest quality. There were none of the usual trappings commonly found in the houses of Lords and Ladies of the Imperial Court. Where one

  would expect to find suits of armour guarding various areas of the entrance hall, instead there were huge potted plants and ornamental trees. Where one would expect to find crossed swords, or

  ceremonial weapons hanging on the walls, instead there were a series of exquisitely painted landscapes. A wide, wooden staircase climbed from the centre of the room up and away from the main

  entrance door. The feeling of life and vibrancy was amazing.




  Handmade rugs, coloured to fit the theme of the hall, were carefully arranged to soften the expanse of polished wood. Tastefully-placed dahl tables boasted occasional ornaments of great

  workmanship and detail. The person who had arranged the décor in the hallway had great skill. The effect was one of simple elegance. There was nothing pretentious or overbearing, yet there

  was no mistaking that someone of class and distinction lived here.




  Danni led them around the hall and up the central staircase to the first floor. Here they turned left and along the upper landing to a door on the left. She stopped and knocked twice before

  entering.




  ‘Your guests, my Lord,’ she said, her voice still sounding timid despite her attempt to speak up as she announced them.




  ‘Ah, Femke, Reynik, do come in. This is a nice surprise. I was not expecting visitors from Shandrim for some time yet. Thank you, Danni. Would you be so kind as to bring our guests some

  refreshments? I’m sure they would appreciate a bite to eat and something to drink after their journey.’




  Lord Kempten was dressed in country-styled green trousers and a cream-coloured tunic, with a brown leather jerkin over the top. His grey hair was slicked back and his face appeared freshly

  shaven. He looked every inch the country gentleman.




  ‘Thank you, Lord Kempten, that would be most welcome,’ Femke said, giving a slight bow. Reynik also bowed, feeling stiff and awkward next to Femke. She had a way of appearing at home

  in every situation.




  Lady Kempten rose from her chair near the window and walked to her husband’s side. She, too, looked very different from the way she dressed for Court. A dress of subtle shades of green,

  brown and cream, with lacework at the neck and cuffs gave a more rustic look to her inherent elegance, and her hair was clipped into a ponytail for practicality. ‘Welcome. Come and sit down

  with us. You must be tired.’




  ‘Thank you, my Lady,’ Femke replied, ‘but we’re not really in a fit state to sit. We’re both caked in grime from our travels, and are somewhat fragrant with the

  smell of our horses.’




  ‘Not to worry, Femke. A little dirt can be cleaned away,’ Lord Kempten said quickly. ‘I assume you bear important tidings, or you would not be here. Come. Take a seat. We crave

  your news.’




  ‘Thank you again then, my Lord,’ she said gratefully. ‘A comfortable seat would be nice after a day of bouncing in my saddle. I never was much of a rider.’




  Femke and Reynik sat in the chairs that the Lord and Lady directed them to. Reynik was happy to let Femke do the talking. He was not comfortable trying to talk politics and high-level strategy.

  He understood it well enough, but he preferred action to words. Lord and Lady Kempten sat down. For a moment there was an uncomfortable silence.




  ‘It might be better if we allow the servants to bring the food and wine before we speak of the pressing matters that brought you here,’ Lord Kempten observed. ‘I suspect we

  will not want other ears listening to what you have to say.’




  ‘Begging my Lord’s pardon, but do you think Lady Kempten should be party to this conversation? Some of the knowledge I’ll be imparting is highly dangerous; it may place her in

  grave danger of becoming a target for the Guild of Assassins.’




  ‘No offence is taken, Femke, but Izzie and I have decided that whatever the future holds for us, we shall face it together. I have put her through enough traumas recently. After she

  discovered that my assassination was a fake, we discussed the situation. I trust Izzie implicitly. Even if you were to order her to leave now by the will of the Emperor, I would share any

  information with her later. We’re in this together, for better or worse.’




  ‘As you will, my Lord.’




  For the next few minutes there followed an awkward exchange of small talk. The light was dimming fast. Lady Kempten lit a taper from the fire. There were several candles around the room. She lit

  them all in turn. After their sleepless night and the long ride out from Shandrim, the flickering light and warm room made for a soporific atmosphere. When the servants brought the light

  refreshments, Lord Kempten thanked them politely and then made it clear he did not want to be disturbed again before dinner. The main meal was not due to be served for at least two hours, so this

  would give them plenty of time for private discussion.




  Once the servants had left, Femke began to talk. Reynik listened and tucked into the food. There was a plate of sliced bread, butter, cheese, sliced meat, and a pot of steaming hot dahl from

  which he poured himself a generous mug. The hot stimulant drink helped prolong his ability to focus. With Femke cast in the role of narrator, Reynik poured her a cup of dahl and sliced her some

  bread and cheese. She nodded her thanks and continued her report, taking occasional sips of the dahl and nibbles at the food during natural breaks in the flow.




  Lady Kempten was quick to point out to Reynik that this food was just a snack to keep the hunger pangs at bay. They would dine more formally an hour after sunset.




  The story took a considerable time to tell. When she reached its conclusion, both Lord and Lady Kempten had wide eyes. In contrast, Reynik was fighting hard to keep his eyes open. The

  comfortable seat, the warmth from the fireplace and the food in his stomach were making it increasingly difficult to stay awake. The stimulant proper-ties of the hot dahl had helped initially, but

  he was fighting a losing battle.




  ‘Shand, no! Surabar dead! This is disastrous!’ Kempten said, his shock and instant grief draining the colour from his face. ‘He will be sadly missed, Femke. The man was a

  genius at organisation. Given time he could have been the best Emperor Shandar has ever seen.’




  Lady Kempten’s face was also pale and grave as she took in the news. ‘How sure are you of your deductions, Femke? Are you certain it’s the old spymaster, Lord Ferdand, who is

  leading the Guild? He’s been missing and assumed dead for some years, hasn’t he? I always took him for a loyal subject of the Emperor. Did you see him clearly?’ she asked.




  ‘Positive, my Lady – one hundred percent. I’d know my old mentor anywhere. It was strange to see him after so long. I feel I should be happy that he’s alive. Instead all

  I feel is anger. He has betrayed the principles he claimed were precious to him. I admit the location of the Guild’s headquarters is supposition, but it’s based on a lot of strong

  circumstantial evidence. If I were a gambler, I would bet heavily on my theory. As for the Emperor’s death, well all we can tell you is that the Imperial Bell was tolling for a long time. I

  think we have to accept the fact that Emperor Surabar has breathed his last.’ Femke turned her head towards Lord Kempten and looked at him until he met her gaze. ‘This does, of course,

  make you the rightful Emperor Designate.’
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