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     Soren ran his fingers through one of the seed bins in the general store. It looked good—as it had the previous year when he bought some. Less than half of that had grown, and what did was stunted, twisted and ill looking. A quarter of the yield he was hoping for, which brought in less than he had paid for it. Bound to make mistakes during my first season farming, he thought. No point in expecting to make a profit. He had prepared himself for disappointment, just not the level he had experienced. 
 
     ‘Gonna buy some of that, or do you just plan on playin’ with it?’ the storekeeper said. 
 
     ‘Depends,’ Soren said. ‘Is it going to produce the same scraggy weeds the crap you sold me last year grew into?’ 
 
     ‘That’s your land. Anyone around here will tell you the land along the river’s too sandy for crops.’ 
 
     Soren and Alessandra had bought the land at harvest time, and the crops being taken in were plentiful and rich. The animals were fat and the soil was dark. There was no way the former owner could have faked that. The storekeeper was full of shit. 
 
     ‘Tell me, Agustin. Do you try and screw all of your customers, or is it just me?’ 
 
     The storekeeper smiled and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Seed costs what it costs. Sometimes it grows. Sometimes it doesn’t. That’s for the Gods to decide.’ 
 
     Soren needed the seed if he had any desire to have a crop to harvest next year. His own harvest was barely good enough to use for animal feed; putting it back in the ground in the hope of something better next harvest was beyond wishful thinking. He didn’t need to buy it that day though; perhaps something better would come along before he did. 
 
     ‘No sale for you today, Agustin.’ 
 
     The storekeeper shrugged again, but said nothing. He didn’t care, confident that Soren would be back sooner rather than later. His was the only store for miles. Where else would Soren get the seed? 
 
     Soren left the store and went to the tavern on the other side of the rutted dirt road. The tavern keeper’s wife made lemonade that Alessandra adored, and he wanted to buy a few bottles. Sejura was a small town, where nothing much of interest happened. A battle had been fought a few miles away over a hundred years before and it was still discussed in excited tones. 
 
     Other than the general store and the tavern, there was little else of note. The Prince of Estranza’s magistrate occupied the only other building of significance in the town. The rest were houses, or small businesses with which Soren rarely had any dealings. It wasn’t that the people of the town were hostile to newcomers, it just took them a very long time to come to terms with anything, or anyone, new. A year certainly hadn’t been sufficient to change that. 
 
     Although he needed no reminder of the villagers’ frosty welcome, Soren was greeted by it as soon as he walked into the cool shade of the tavern. For once, the coolness was not directed at him. There was someone else there, a stranger leaning against the bar. He was wearing dusty travelling clothes and Soren took him for a traveller passing through, for few came to Sejura with the intention of staying. It was why Soren had chosen the place. 
 
     The stranger glanced at Soren when he entered. He looked as though he had been trying to engage the tavern keeper in conversation before Soren’s arrival. Soren knew it was a wasted effort; he had never gotten more than a few words out of the tavern keeper, Suro, despite calling in nearly every week since they had moved to the area. The newcomer didn’t have a chance, if socialising was his intention. 
 
     ‘Five bottles of lemonade, Suro,’ Soren said. 
 
     Suro nodded in acknowledgement and went into a back room. The stranger turned his attention to Soren. 
 
     ‘Hello there,’ he said. 
 
     ‘Hello there, yourself,’ Soren said, not meaning to be rude, but in keeping with the local habits. 
 
     ‘Friendly bunch in this town,’ the man said. 
 
     Soren shrugged, still clinging to the disguise of a rural countryman leaning against the bar as he waited for his lemonade. The stranger hadn’t done anything to give Soren concern, but the look of him was unsettling. He carried himself with a bearing that Soren had seen many times in the past: straight, confident, proud. Coupled with his clothes, there could be no doubt that he had done some soldiering, and despite him not carrying a sword at his waist, Soren suspected he was a swordsman—a banneret. They were always easy to spot, and the stranger was a perfect example. Just like Soren. And just like Soren, he was not the type of man one expected to see in an out of the way place like Sejura. 
 
     Soren tried to maintain his disguise of a farmer and unfriendly local. He feared his own appearance was as much a giveaway as the stranger’s and forced himself to slouch a little more. Mercenaries and sell-swords on the job always had a sharp expression, and this fellow was no different. He was assessing everything that was going on. It was the look of a predator, but conversely it was also a look carried by prey—not a description Soren liked to apply to himself, but it was accurate—as they watched for threats. He tried to adopt the appearance of suspicious disinterest. If the man was hunting someone, possibly Soren himself, he didn’t want to look like a man expecting trouble. 
 
     Soren’s was a hard-cultivated fictional persona, but it still didn’t come easily to him. He had been called Ramiro ever since arriving in Sejura. Before Sejura, there had been another town and a different name, and before that another. Each time, both he and Alessandra had sunk a little deeper into their new lives—finally becoming Ramiro and Aldonya, a young couple from the other side of Estranza seeking a new life for themselves beyond the interference of their families. The habits of a lifetime were difficult to discard though. There were still times when it took him a moment to remember that he was Ramiro, the farmer from Estranza, not Soren, Banneret Swordsman who had spent much of his life in danger. 
 
     ‘Many strangers pass through here?’ the man said. 
 
     Soren shrugged. ‘A few.’ 
 
     ‘Any recently?’ 
 
     Soren shrugged again, but said nothing. 
 
     The man sighed. ‘Never mind, then.’ He muttered something under his breath that Soren couldn’t hear, but said nothing else. 
 
     Suro reappeared with Soren’s bottles of lemonade. He set them down on the bar one at a time, six in total, while Soren rooted around in his coin purse. 
 
     ‘Beatriz said there was enough left to fill another bottle. Just pay for five,’ Suro said. 
 
     Soren nodded and smiled. It was the first friendly gesture that had been made toward him since he arrived in the region, and he suspected it was due to the stranger. Soren might be new, but he was more welcome than this blow-in. He paid for the bottles and put them in his leather satchel, all under the stranger’s scrutiny. 
 
     ‘Enjoy your lemonade,’ the stranger said. 
 
     Soren gave him a curt nod and left him to Suro’s suspicious stare. 
 
    [image: ]
 
     Soren urged his two carthorses on. They always became less enthusiastic when they left the main road to join the rougher track that led back to his farm. Ordinarily he would be happy to allow them to plod along at their own pace; the lower speed made the bumpier ride easier to bear, but he was unsettled by the stranger in the tavern and eager to get home. The horses reluctantly increased the pace, and Soren bounced uncomfortably on the cart’s wooden bench. 
 
     He liked Estranza. It was drier and hotter than Ostia, but while the landscape was hilly, and beige for much of the year, it was dotted with dark green trees and bushes that would be laden with fruit when the season was right. It was a land of plenty, and there was a good life to be had there if he could just get his crops to grow properly. It was far from the life he had dreamt of as a child, but as the distance between him, his farmhouse and Alessandra grew ever less, he had to admit that he had never felt quite as content. He had all but pushed thoughts of the stranger from his head when he heard a voice. 
 
     ‘Hello there, again.’ 
 
     Soren felt a shiver down his spine at the sound of the voice. There was no reason to infer the worst just yet, but his farm was the only place that track led to. The odds had taken an unpleasant swing toward his worst fear. No matter how much he wanted to avoid it, he felt certain he knew how this would end. 
 
     ‘Leaving town already? You’re on the wrong road if you are,’ Soren said, still with the gruff, disinterested tone the villagers used. 
 
     ‘I am. It’s not the most welcoming of places, is it?’ the man said. 
 
     ‘It warms up eventually.’ 
 
     The stranger drew level with the cart and rode alongside. ‘You’re not from around here either, are you?’ 
 
     ‘Nope. Come from the other side of Estranza.’ There was no point in lying. The man could already have found out that Soren had not been living in the region for long, as tight-lipped as the villagers were. Lies would draw further suspicion; better to obfuscate with a half-truth. ‘You took the wrong turn off the main road. There’s even less out this way than there is in Sejura.’ 
 
     ‘What brought you all the way out here?’ the man said, ignoring Soren’s directions. 
 
     ‘Long story. Not an interesting one either. You’ll be able to reach the next town before nightfall if you get back to the main road quickly.’ 
 
     ‘Really? Not an interesting story? That isn’t what I was told.’ 
 
     Soren rolled to his right, grabbing the rapier he kept covered by a woollen blanket behind the cart’s bench as he dived to the ground. He heard the sound of metal splintering wood with the satisfaction of knowing he had been correct, mixed with the disappointment of knowing he had been found. 
 
     ‘Don’t worry,’ the man said, his voice coming from the other side of the cart. ‘You didn’t give yourself away in the tavern. Your act was quite convincing. I knew you were here before I arrived in that poxy little village.’ 
 
     Soren’s blood ran cold. Had the stranger been out at the farmhouse after Soren left? 
 
     ‘It’s a nice setup you have, that little farm. Peaceful. Scenic. Wouldn’t mind something like that myself one day.’ 
 
     Soren’s heart raced and he felt panic seize hold of him. Had the stranger done anything to Alessandra? 
 
     The man came around the back of the cart, rapier in one hand, dagger in the other. He gave a respectful nod when he saw Soren had a sword in hand also. He noticed the look of concern on Soren’s face and smiled. ‘You don’t need to be concerned about your woman. I’m only here for you; I’m not in the business of killing women. There’s no money for her, in any event. You have my word as a banneret that I’ll be riding directly for the coast as soon as I’m done with you.’ 
 
     It was a relief, but only a small one, assuming the stranger could be believed. It had been some time since Soren had fought with a sword. He had practiced over the past months, but going through the positions was little substitute for the real thing—and even that had suffered under the burden of working his farm. 
 
     The man came at him quickly with two probing attacks, one high and one low. Soren parried each, taking a step back between them. The attacks were neat and precise. Soren couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement. It was the first time in over a year that his blade had struck another, and despite the tingle of excitement that ran across his skin, he was only too aware of how rusty he was. He feared what the consequence of that neglect would be. 
 
     He lunged forward, testing himself. It was untidy and wild, bearing all the hallmarks of a man unaccustomed to swordplay. The stranger parried Soren with ease. 
 
     ‘I was told you’re a dangerous man,’ the stranger said. ‘I do have the right person?’ 
 
     A talker. Soren had come across one or two in his time, but he had never worked out if it was designed to distract their opponent or bolster their own confidence. 
 
     The man lunged, leading with his arm and executing a technically perfect attack. Soren had faced faster, but few with as much proficiency. The stranger fought like he was a fencing master giving instruction. As exciting as it was to be facing an opponent for the gravest of stakes, Soren started to feel a twist of doubt in his gut. Movement that had once come easily and without thought now felt forced and clumsy. He thought of the Gift, and reached out for it with his mind. 
 
     Two men and three horses in an open, dusty plain. There were orchards of fruit trees dotted about, but they were too far away to be of any use. The Fount was weak there, and Soren was too out of practice for what there was to be of much use. When he opened his mind to it, he could see some wisps of glowing blue energy, around the horses for the most part, but as far as his skill with the Gift had advanced, regular practice was what made it strong. 
 
     The stranger came at him again, more confident now. He feinted twice, right and left, engaging and disengaging Soren’s blade like a true artisan giving a master class. Soren skipped backward, refusing to be drawn into parrying one of the feints and exposing himself to the true attack. 
 
     ‘Not bad,’ the man said, smiling. ‘It seems to be coming back to you.’ 
 
     Soren said nothing. Were it not for the fact that the stranger was trying to kill him, Soren reckoned he would have found him a nice enough fellow. He had a pleasant, cavalier attitude about him—and for a hired killer he displayed a surprising amount of honour. It was an odd internal conflict to resolve, but one of them would die there. 
 
     The stranger continued to dictate the fight for the next few exchanges. Soren’s fencing prowess was clearly coming back, and the stranger was trying to finish things quickly. If he tarried for too long things would go against him, and he was obviously no fool. He kept coming forward, daring Soren out with feint after feint before firing in lethally accurate thrusts that tested Soren’s unpractised swordplay. Soren struggled to identify the true attacks, to choose which ones to parry or ignore. 
 
     Soren began to perspire; defending himself was taking all of his concentration and effort, leaving him with no opportunity to put together a counterattack. When on the receiving end of a constant stream of attacks, it was only a matter of time before one of them found their way through. Soren knew he would have needed more practice to match the stranger’s skill, but without the Fount being strong enough where they were, there were few options left open if he hoped to survive. 
 
     He made to parry, but there was nothing there for his blade to meet. The stranger had feinted and quickly disengaged, then followed with a thrust that Soren twisted to try and avoid. The sword cut across his upper arm, a stinging, burning feeling that hammered home just how dangerous the situation was. He had been lucky to avoid being skewered. 
 
     The stranger pushed forward, his blade dancing through a mesmerising web of feints and thrusts. Soren needed to time his plan perfectly. There was little acting skill required to feign the pressure that he was under, but the rest would need a measure of the theatrical. 
 
     Soren allowed his rapier to be guided to the right, leaving his body open to attack. As he hoped, the stranger lunged for the hole in Soren’s defence. If Soren had not been expecting it, the lunge would have struck true. His blade was too far off to parry, so he dodged backward as soon as he was confident the stranger was lunging. Soren stumbled, scuffing his toe on the ground just enough to lend the mistake credence. 
 
     He sank onto one knee and grabbed a handful of dirt with his free hand. He closed his eyes and flung it straight up into the air. The stranger was moving to capitalise on Soren’s feigned mistake, and the dirt hit him in the face. He spluttered and squeezed his eyes shut as Soren rolled to his left, out of the way of the blade. Soren twisted as he rolled and thrust at the stranger, sending a full length of steel through his would-be assassin’s chest. 
 
     The man gasped and sank to his knees, still trying to blink the grit from his eyes. Soren stood and pulled his sword free. The man collapsed to the ground and twitched twice before remaining still. Soren looked at the body, disappointed by the way he had won a fight that he had not the skill to win conventionally. He had neglected his swordplay for far too long, something he needed to address. Nevertheless, the stranger had come to kill Soren despite the genial way he had conducted himself, and he had travelled a long way to do it. How he had killed him was not important, only that he had managed to do it. 
 
     He thought of Alessandra, and the sick feeling returned to his gut. Had the man been genuine when he said he was not interested in her? The threat of harm to a loved one could drive a man to greater feats than he was capable of, so perhaps the stranger’s guarantee had been nothing more than a ploy. 
 
     He jumped back on his cart and urged the horses on. He felt a pervading sense of despair as well as his concern for Alessandra. They had run far, away from everything they knew, and still it seemed that they were not beyond Amero’s reach. He had hoped they were hidden, deep enough into obscurity that the people they had been would never be heard of again. But Amero had managed to get someone to the place Soren hoped they might be safe, and all those hopes were for naught. 
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     The journey home was short, but it was long enough for Soren to ruminate on the fact that he didn’t know his assailant’s name and probably never would. His body wouldn’t last long with all the wild animals prowling the countryside, and Soren wondered if there was anyone wondering when he would be home. It was a sad end, but one that could just as easily have been his. 
 
     His horses were lathered in sweat when he reined them to a halt outside his small farmhouse. They snorted at him resentfully as he ran toward the house. 
 
     ‘Alessandra,’ he called, walking into the house and looking around frantically. There was no sign of her. He called out again. 
 
     ‘Out here,’ came the reply. 
 
     He sighed with relief and went back outside, circling around the veranda of their rough-cut stone home. Alessandra was sitting on the porch looking out over the river valley. They had both fallen in love with the place when they first arrived, and the view still caught Soren’s attention every time he saw it. To the west were snow-capped mountains; far to the east was the sea, but that was well beyond sight. She looked up as he approached and broke into a wide smile. Her face was framed in dark curls, but the expression of joy on it faded when her eyes settled on the rent in his shirt that was now thoroughly stained with blood. 
 
     ‘What happened?’ she said, her voice raised in alarm. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
     ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ Soren said. ‘You. Are you all right?’ 
 
     ‘Of course,’ she said, sounding confused. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ She rushed forward and began to pick at the shreds of cloth around his wound. ‘How did this happen?’ 
 
     There was no point in dressing it up as something that it was not. ‘An assassin.’ 
 
     Her eyes widened and she took a step back, the colour draining from her face. ‘He’s found us then.’ 
 
     ‘I can’t think of any other explanation.’ 
 
     ‘I’d thought that he’d have given up,’ she said. 
 
     ‘I’d hoped so too.’ 
 
     ‘Why? Why is he still chasing us?’ 
 
     ‘Me,’ Soren said. ‘He’s just chasing me. The man said he had no interest in you. I don’t know why, but he said there was no money on your head.’ 
 
     ‘Let’s move then. Somewhere else, somewhere farther away. He’ll stop eventually. If he’s given up on me, he’ll give up on you too. There has to be somewhere that he won’t find us until he does.’ 
 
     Soren shook his head. ‘We said that when we came here. If his assassins can find us here, they’ll follow us anywhere. Amero has all the resources he could ever need. Sending people after me is little more than a game for him now. The more times I get away and the harder I make it, the more interesting it gets for him. I know him—he won’t let me get one over on him. When I escaped from Ostia I did that. As long as I’m alive, he’s going to keep sending assassins. That puts you in danger too. I won’t have that. I can’t have that.’ 
 
     ‘We can be packed and ready to go in an hour. There’s more than enough money left to start over again somewhere else,’ Alessandra said. ‘One more time. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?’ 
 
     ‘I’m not going to run again. I’m not going to drag you around the world for the rest of our lives.’ 
 
     ‘What do you mean?’ Alessandra’s voice faltered. 
 
     ‘I’m going to go after him. Finish this. I should have done it a long time ago. Would have. But I hoped that maybe… I don’t know, that maybe he’d just forget about me.’ 
 
     ‘I don’t want you to. I won’t let you,’ she said. ‘We can keep moving. It won’t be so bad.’ 
 
     Soren shook his head. ‘I’m going to give you a proper home. Somewhere we can be safe and grow old together.’ 
 
     She smiled, but it was forced. ‘If you go after him, you might not get to grow old.’ 
 
     ‘If he had me tracked all the way here, he’ll do it again, and again. This is the only way.’ 
 
     She shook her head and Soren could see tears well in her eyes. 
 
     ‘I’ll be careful, but I have to go. There’s no other way to end it. I’m not going to sit around wondering if he’s gotten bored and given up, or if there’s an assassin waiting for me around the next corner for the rest of my life.’ 
 
     ‘I’m not going to let you go on your own.’ 
 
     ‘Alessandra, it’s me that he wants if what the man said was true. You never did anything that Amero could take insult at and for now it seems he’s forgotten about you. That might not be the case forever, but right now it’s just me.’ 
 
     ‘We’re in all of this together. That doesn’t count some of the time, it counts all of the time,’ Alessandra said. 
 
     ‘I can move faster on my own, Alessandra. I can’t be looking over my shoulder. I need to know that you’re safe.’ 
 
     ‘You know that I can look after myself.’ 
 
     Soren nodded. ‘That’s why I’m happy leaving you here on your own. I’ll only be gone a few weeks, a month or two at the most.’ 
 
     ‘I’m not happy about this, Soren.’ 
 
     ‘Me neither,’ Soren said, ‘but I can’t see any other way.’ 
 
     She clenched her jaw, as she always did when accepting something she didn’t like. ‘When will you leave?’ 
 
     ‘Tomorrow.’ 
 
    [image: ]
 
     Soren didn’t sleep well. With all that had happened he couldn’t relax. He got up to get a glass of water, doing his best not to disturb Alessandra though he knew she was also awake. 
 
     Soren filled a glass from the pitcher of water in the kitchen. He could see the first hint of dawn on the horizon as he stared out the window and realised there was no sense in trying to sleep again. He didn’t like the idea of starting out on a long journey without a decent night’s rest but there was nothing for it. There’d be plenty of opportunity to sleep before he arrived in Ostenheim. 
 
     He stared at the increasing band of light on the horizon. He wondered if he would have been better off if Amero had never raised him out of the gutter. Would he even be alive if Amero hadn’t? He heard something outside, pulling him from his thoughts. He cocked his head. He would have dismissed it as being the animals in the stable outside, but it came from the wrong direction. He put down his glass as quietly as he could and strained to listen for another sound. 
 
     There was nothing, and he chastised himself for being too jumpy. He was so agitated when he got home after his meeting with the assassin that he even put his sword within easy reach under the bed before trying to go to sleep. His mood was understandable, but after everything that he and Alessandra had been through, he ought to be made of sterner stuff. Nonetheless, when they set up home in Sejura it had been with the hope of finally escaping Amero’s reach and at last being able to try to live an ordinary life. Until that day he thought they might have achieved it, and he had allowed himself to grow soft. 
 
     There was another noise from outside. Soren heard a sound that could only be a whisper, and was satisfied that his worries were justified. As quietly as he could, he stepped backward toward his bedroom door, his eyes still locked on the window in front of him. 
 
     A crash came from his bedroom and Soren spun on his heel to face the sound. There was a dark shape clambering through the bedroom window, having just broken it. Alessandra had not called out, but there was no way she could still be asleep after all the noise. Asleep or not, it wouldn’t take whoever had come in through the window long to notice her unless Soren did something to attract his attention. 
 
     ‘Hey!’ he shouted. ‘Who in hells are you?’ 
 
     The figure stood straight, certainly a man judging by his silhouette. As Soren intended, the man started to walk toward him, hopefully oblivious to Alessandra. 
 
     Soren back-tracked to the kitchen counter and scrabbled about behind him, trying to find something that could be used as a weapon, preferably one of the carving knives. As luck would have it, the first thing his hand happened upon was a large, cast iron frying pan. Not ideal, but it would have to do. 
 
     As the man stepped through the door arch between the bedroom and the living area, the front door crashed open and another man entered. They both carried short swords. Soren’s frying pan felt very inadequate. 
 
     ‘What do you want?’ Soren said. He wanted to buy time to allow Alessandra to get away from the house. He only hoped that she would have the sense to flee now that the way was clear to the window. 
 
     Neither man answered, and after a nod to each other they both began to move slowly and cautiously toward Soren. The security provided by the counter and wall behind Soren suddenly felt more like a prison, preventing him from moving back to keep distance from his attackers. A faint blue glow appeared around both men, dancing along the outlines of their bodies. Soren bent his knees to get into a balanced position to receive their attack when there was a chink of breaking glass behind him. He felt a sharp stab of pain high in the back of his right shoulder. He stumbled forward one pace from the impact, and the men took this as their opportunity. They both rushed forward, swords raised. 
 
     Soren was too disoriented to do anything beyond try to duck out of the way and fend off the men’s attacks with his frying pan, each strike clanging off its blackened metal surface. 
 
     The pain in Soren’s shoulder was extraordinary and knocked the wind from his lungs. It hurt even worse when he tried to breathe. His entire arm throbbed. He could feel something sticking there, a crossbow bolt most likely. He forced himself to focus on the Fount, knowing that it would bring relief from the pain if he could push himself further into the Gift. There was a barn full of animals not far away. At that distance it was a difficult source to draw on at the best of times, but the pain was already such that it was difficult to concentrate on anything. He lashed out with the frying pan in an effort to clear the way for him to move so as to put both of the men to the same side of him. It also put him a little closer to the barn. 
 
     The first man dodged out of the way and Soren rushed through the gap, grimacing as his muscles and bones moved against the object lodged in his shoulder. Soren immediately turned and launched himself at the other man, smashing the frying pan into his hand and knocking the short sword from it. The man swore and Soren slammed the pan into his head as hard as he could. The man crumpled into a heap on the floor. 
 
     The other man charged at Soren, his sword extended. Soren screamed, partly in the hopes of intimidating him and partly from the pain in his shoulder. The entire right side of his body was starting to go numb, save the patch of searing hot pain where he was hit. It was an uncomfortable reminder of the wound he’d received in Shandahar from which he took months to recover. 
 
     Despite the greater skill and speed advantage that the Gift—even weak as it now was—gave him, a frying pan was no match for a sword in the hand of a moderately competent opponent. The pan was always where he needed it to be a moment too late. It was too heavy and unwieldy. Just as Soren was beginning to wonder how he could improve his situation, a third man came into the house, reloading his crossbow; struggling to prime the string and watch what was happening at the same time. With only one useful arm, Soren’s options were limited. The bowman was unlikely to miss at this range, and trying to win a sword fight with a frying pan was inviting disaster. 
 
     Soren hurled the heavy pan at the swordsman, and by a stroke of luck it struck him square in the face. He staggered backwards and wobbled. With him momentarily stunned, Soren turned his attention to the bowman. He froze when he saw the man raise the bow. There was too much distance between them for Soren to hope to cover it—or was there? He was caught between diving for cover and rushing the bowman, but it was no time for indecision. 
 
     He decided to take a chance and lunged forward, his right arm trailing behind him as he moved. He had only taken a single step when he realised it was too far. All he could hope for was that the man would miss, or hit him somewhere that was not vital. He waited for the click of the trigger and the thrum of the bowstring, but all he heard was a gasp. 
 
     The bowman’s hand drifted out to his right and he fired the bolt harmlessly into the wall. A length of steel protruded through his chest. It disappeared back in and he dropped to the ground. Alessandra stood there holding Soren’s sword, its blade glistening with the bowman’s blood. 
 
     Soren reached forward and took it from her. He turned to the swordsman who was squinting tears and blood from his eyes and ran him through. That done he turned back to Alessandra. 
 
     ‘Are you all right?’ she said. 
 
     Soren didn’t know how to answer, but nodded nonetheless. 
 
     She looked at the man he had just killed. ‘Shouldn’t we have questioned them first?’ 
 
     ‘What could they tell us that we don’t already know? That Amero is still trying to kill me and that people know where I am?’ 
 
     ‘You’re wounded,’ she said, when she spotted the bolt sticking out of his shoulder. 
 
     He ignored her and went to the destroyed front door and looked out, listening carefully. There was no sound, but he could see three horses tied to a fence a short distance from the house, far enough to be out of earshot. Only then did he relax enough to let the pain of his wound affect him, and he collapsed into Alessandra’s arms. 
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     Banneret Intelligencier Vallis Giura crouched as low as he could on the wall. He was no novice in the practice of concealment and disguise, but this was a situation he would rather not have been in. Sitting atop a two-story wall, his body breaking the line of its top, he was in plain sight for anyone who happened to look in his direction. In his favour it was night-time, and the wall top was beyond the reach of the mage lamps that lit the quiet street below. Since taking his vantage point, only one person had passed along it. 
 
     The most likely person to see him was the man Giura was spying on. Cristan Nerli was in a lit apartment room opposite Giura’s vantage point. There was a pane of glass between them and the man had no reason to believe anyone was watching him. Nerli was dangerous, and something of an unknown. He seemed ordinary at first glance, but Giura was not sure of what powers the man might have. Enhanced eyesight? Night vision? The ability to sense when someone was near? Watching? 
 
     Nerli wasn’t doing anything of note—boiling eggs from the look of it—but he was an interesting man. Giura had been hunting practitioners of magic for the better part of his adult life, and he had never seen one like this before. Back-alley conjurers, healers and conmen were Giura’s stock in trade. Small-timers, but Giura had seen tiny streams swell, flood, and wipe out all before them. One never knew which of these dabblers would make a breakthrough, find something that had been forgotten for hundreds of years. Something that would make them more of a threat to the order of things. Giura believed he was watching one such man now, a belief that filled him with fascination and fear. 
 
     He had been on the wall for some time and it hadn’t been comfortable to begin with. Parts of his body were starting to go numb and he knew he would have to put an end to his surveillance soon. 
 
     In the hours that he had been watching since nightfall, the man had done nothing of interest. Giura wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. His attention was drifting to his discomfort rather than his task, and he was starting to wonder if he was wasting his time. He refocused and committed himself to a few more minutes. 
 
     The man was indeed boiling some eggs. Nothing remarkable about that. Giura was about to give up when something caught his attention. The man was not standing over a stove or a hot plate to boil his eggs. He was standing by an ordinary wooden bench, with nothing beneath it that could be responsible for generating heat. 
 
     This was nothing especially noteworthy in itself. Giura had seen people boil water before with only the power of their mind, or their magical powers, or whatever it was they used; the boasts varied. Those people charged a silver penny for the chance to watch, but the display had always taken all of their concentration and left them exhausted. Giura usually left those ones alone. It was as much as they were capable of. This man was doing it as casually as he might pull on a pair of boots; reading from a book and only occasionally glancing at the pan of boiling water. 
 
     Giura felt giddy at the thought. Since becoming an Intelligencier of the mage hunting variety—a mage taker, as they were popularly called—he had wondered what it would be like to face a proper mage, wishing at times for the excitement it would bring. It would be the pinnacle of his career. It could also be the abrupt end of it. Stories of what the ancient Imperial Mages could do were sparse and mingled with as much fiction as fact, but if only parts of the stories were true their powers were beyond belief. 
 
     Faced with the possibility of realising this dream it was difficult not to feel afraid, but the fear was tinged with curiosity and excitement. He had never seen true magic before—of course he had seen the mage lamps that lined the main streets, the product of a level of skill long dead—and to see a true adept was mesmerising. 
 
     Giura had already seen more than enough to have the man arrested and brought to the Grey Tower in chains, but there was more he could learn by observing, so he decided to delay that act. All thoughts of numbness and discomfort faded as he continued his vigil. Torture had its uses, but watching a man while he did not know there were eyes on him was a far more effective method. 
 
     He continued to lie on the wall-top watching the man eat his eggs, and then move to a desk where he spent the next hour. Giura strained to see what he was doing, unsuccessfully. The opportunity to rummage through the man’s desk wasn’t far off, so Giura’s patience wouldn’t be tested. 
 
     A woman and a young boy walking down the street diverted Giura’s attention—they looked like mother and child. The Cathedral’s campanile had long since chimed for twelve bells. Although the city never truly slept, seeing a young lad and his mother out and about at that hour was unusual. They were both hesitant and she had to urge the boy forward. The behaviour was characteristic of those seeking out the illegal services of a practitioner. They might fear magic, hate it even, but it was a different story when they needed it. The boy’s arm was in a sling, and even from his vantage point on the wall Giura could see that the lad was in a great deal of pain. 
 
     They stopped by the door to the practitioner’s apartment. She pulled the bell chain at the door, looking over her shoulder with as guilty an expression as Giura had ever seen. Two stories above, the man in the apartment went to the window, opened it and peered out. Giura’s heart raced as he strained to make himself as small as possible on the wall-top. He held his breath and gritted his teeth; had he been unwise in remaining there so long? Nerli glanced down to the doorway and nodded when he saw the woman and child, never looking in Giura’s direction. Giura breathed a sigh of relief as the man withdrew from the window and closed it without seeing him. 
 
     Nerli answered the door a moment later and brought the woman and boy up to his apartment. There were plenty of back alley quacks in the city, most not worth notice but a few with a little genuine, albeit limited, talent. Some Giura had arrested, others he allowed to go free—always a finely balanced decision of when they were doing more good than they were capable of doing wrong. 
 
     This man was more than them, far more. The arrival of an injured child was a surprise. How had they known about him? Relatives? The power this man had was worth keeping secret. Healing the child was a mistake. With so much magical skill, surely he was smart enough to realise that? A grateful mother might be sworn to secrecy, but a quickly healed injury would need explaining and secrets were always far more fun when shared. People liked to show others that they knew important, secret things. Another one of those qualities that made Giura’s job a little easier. Each healed child or family favour would bring the Intelligenciers one step closer to discovering this man. Perhaps he just liked to show off. Perhaps he was naive. Perhaps he just didn’t care. 
 
     Giura couldn’t see what was going on in the apartment, but it wasn’t long before the mother and child appeared back on the street—the boy without his sling. He flexed his arm enthusiastically and was chastised by his mother. Dutifully, but with a glum face, he pulled the sling from his pocket and put it back on. Giura smiled. She was making an effort at least. He wondered how long that would last; how long before every mother in her apartment building knew of the man that could mend their children’s broken bones. 
 
     What was in it for the practitioner? Everyone knew about the Intelligenciers and how they prowled the city hunting down and stamping out magery, among other things. Their headquarters, the Grey Tower, was spoken of in hushed tones with genuine fear. Did this man think he was too powerful to need to worry about them? The idea sent a chill through Giura. What if he was right? 
 
     As Giura walked back to the Grey Tower, he wondered what more the man could do. Could he break bones as easily as mend them? Magic was a fascinating thing, though illegal. Through the twisting streets of Ostenheim, all Giura could wonder about was how the man had learned what he had and who his friends were. So many interesting questions, so many secrets to uncover. Times like that reminded him how much he loved his job. 
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     Cristan Nerli woke later than usual, and later than he would have liked. Healing the boy’s arm had taken far more out of him than he expected. His body was all aches when he got out of bed, and the conveniences afforded by his new skills were beyond him. The Master was due to call on him later that day, so he needed to be back at his best. A good meal and a walk around Crossways should make him feel better. The Master said that being near to large numbers of people would help with recovery after particularly taxing magic. 
 
     He breakfasted and forced himself to work on his grimoire for an hour before leaving his apartment and heading for Crossways. Food had helped, but as the Master promised it was when he reached the crowds on Crossways that he started to feel back to normal. 
 
     Nerli idled there for an hour, feeling stronger with each passing minute, before returning to his apartment to prepare for his meeting. No matter how much time Nerli spent with the Master, he would never become accustomed to his odd, eastern ways. He hoped the Master would be pleased with the progress he was making with the grimoire. The thought of angering him terrified Nerli. Sometimes he wondered if he had made a mistake in accepting the eastern mage’s offer. 
 
     The power was intoxicating though. Now that he had a taste for it, he knew he could never go back to what he was before. Each day he became more addicted to it, but he didn’t care. His mind often drifted to the old stories of the Imperial Mages, the way they had become corrupted, the evil they had done. That wouldn’t happen to him though. He wouldn’t allow it. He would only use his power to help people. After all helping people—having something they wanted—was an equally good route to status and wealth. Take the boy. His mother had sought Nerli out, begged him to help her son and paid him well. More than he would have earned in a month in his former life. He was important now. That would continue to grow. He didn’t need to do anything more or anything different. The other things, the things that made him shiver when he thought of them, were unnecessary. 
 
     As he opened the door to his apartment building and started up the stairs, a thought occurred to him. Why had the eastern mage travelled all that way to seek him out? Was he really that special? What was in it for the Master? What could he offer such a powerful man that he could not already attain himself? 
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     Cristan Nerli was a nobody. Giura had searched every information resource available to him, and there was little to which he was not privy. Discovering his name was not difficult, but everything else was proving to be a challenge. If Nerli had done anything of significance in his life there would have been a record of it somewhere. Thus far, it seemed that Nerli had not. 
 
     With the Intelligenciers’ files exhausted, as well as the less meticulously kept City Watch records, Giura went out into the city to see what else he could learn. A man didn’t reach middle age without someone knowing who he was or where he came from, even in a city as large and anonymous as Ostenheim. 
 
     The trick to making enquiries about someone was doing it in such a way that it would not get back to the subject of those questions. It was a delicate thing and involved dissembling, something Giura was well accustomed to. 
 
     He started with the traders local to where Nerli lived, grocers, butchers, bakers, and the closest tavern. Listening was the first step. People loved to gossip, so if Nerli had been too ostentatious in his display of power it would be talked about in hushed and nervous whispers. From what Giura had already seen, he suspected there would be some chatter about the boy with the broken arm who was mysteriously healed. 
 
     He made his rounds of the local businesses, but all he had to show for it at the end of the day were some sausages, fruit, and a loaf of bread, none of which he needed. He dropped them off at the donations counter by the Cathedral before moving on to the next step of his plan. 
 
     Alcohol and idle tongues were always a boon for the Intelligenciers. More men had talked themselves onto the headsman’s block when lubricated by wine, ale, and spirits than Giura would ever be able to count. Today he didn’t need anything incriminating, just enough to build a picture of where Nerli came from, and how he went from invisible to the strongest practitioner of magic Giura had ever seen. 
 
     An hour at the tavern enlightened him about two affairs, both unrelated to his current inquiry and neither of which Giura thought would ever be useful leverage points in the future, and one shipping clerk whose underling was convinced was embezzling company funds and forging bills of lading. That might be useful and Giura made note of it. There was nothing about a new healer in the area, or the whispered mention of someone practising the forbidden sciences. It was time for a proactive approach. 
 
     There was not much activity in the tavern, so Giura was able to engage the barman in idle chat over a mug of ale. Giura never wasted words; everything he said and every question he asked was probing for something that could be useful: information that he could exploit, an interest with which he could feign common ground. 
 
     A boy appeared out of the backroom behind the bar, looking around at the afternoon’s customers for a moment before the barman ordered him to go back to his mother. 
 
     ‘Son?’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘My youngest,’ the barman said. ‘Always curious about what’s going on in here.’ 
 
     ‘What is he? Seven? Eight?’ 
 
     ‘Six,’ the barman said, proudly. 
 
     ‘He’s a big fella,’ Giura said, further swelling the barman’s pride. ‘Mine’s nine. Not much bigger than your lad though.’ 
 
     The barman nodded. 
 
     ‘Had a tumble down the stairs of our building the other day. Broke his collarbone. Breaks my heart to see him in so much pain. Doctor said it’ll be like that for a week or two until it starts to heal, and even then it might not heal right.’ He paused to take a drink, giving the barman the opportunity to say something. 
 
     ‘That’s too bad. I hope he gets better soon.’ 
 
     Giura suppressed a grimace of disappointment. ‘Thanks. I hope so too. Doctors aren’t much bloody use though. It’d give a father reason enough to go looking for someone who can do more than a sling and a poultice.’ 
 
     ‘Right enough,’ the barman said. He turned his attention to cleaning some glasses, clearly uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going. 
 
     ‘Ever hear of anyone like that? I’m told there are plenty around the city, just a case of finding them.’ 
 
     ‘Heard talk of it, but it’s not something I’d ever consider. That kind of thing can be bad news.’ 
 
     ‘I was told there was a fella near here that could help me,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘I wish your lad all the best,’ the barman said, ‘but I think it’s time you left.’ 
 
     Giura nodded and did as he was told. He didn’t think the barman knew anything useful, but it was worth investigating. 
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     It was a cold, drizzly day when Soren and Alessandra arrived in Voorn, the capital of Venter—a kingdom that had once been a province of the Empire, hundreds of miles north of Estranza and on the other side of the Middle Sea from Ostia. 
 
     The weather cast a sombre, bleak mood over the city that matched the way Soren had felt ever since meeting the assassin on the road from Sejura. After the attack on the farmhouse there was no way he could leave Alessandra there alone. It was something he should never have considered in the first place. 
 
     There were two people that Soren felt he could rely on. Apart from Alessandra, his old Academy friend, Ranph, was the other. Soren believed that he now lived in Venter, the Ostian commander of the Northern Guard in Shandahar having told him as much. Soren needed to know that Alessandra would be safe while he was in Ostia, and in Venter with Ranph was the only place he could think of where that might be possible 
 
     Ranph was also forced to flee Ostenheim when Amero seized power, leaving his houses and estates behind. He must have lost nearly everything, although his family was so wealthy that would still leave a fair amount. Soren knew that Ranph would also be under threat himself; he was one of the few senior Ostian nobles still alive, so he would have to have attended to his own safety and security. That would mean wherever he was, he would have the resources in place to ensure Alessandra would be safe on his estate also. 
 
     That was only one part of it. Ranph was a fine swordsman and not one to turn his back on danger or adventure. Since he had lost so much to Amero, Soren hoped that Ranph would be willing to help, either in person or in other ways. The wealthy and powerful had contacts and influence that Soren couldn’t begin to fathom. Perhaps there was something that could help him achieve his goal. 
 
     Soren hadn’t yet told Alessandra of his plan to leave her with Ranph’s family. He knew what her reaction would be, and he dreaded having to face it. After the attack on the farmhouse, she felt that she had more than proved her worth—and ability to take care of herself—which was indeed the case. She thought this stop in Venter was to recruit Ranph to their cause and nothing more. The deceit was difficult for Soren to stomach. 
 
     The voyage north had been long and cold, as the Niepar, the northern wind, swept down from the mountains unimpeded by land. It became milder as the ship neared the coast of Venter, which was a welcome relief. After so long in hot climates, the cold came as a shock to the system. The only benefit of the lengthier journey was that there was nothing to do on board the ship other than rest and train when his recovery—hastened as it was by the Fount—allowed for it. Soren’s shoulder had healed well, and he had been able to knock much of the rust from his swordplay during the weeks on board. Nonetheless, he was glad to be back on dry land. 
 
     Although Soren was confident that Ranph was in Venter, he wasn’t sure exactly where. He knew Ranph’s family had an estate in the country, but nothing more. Voorn, the capital city, seemed the best place to start his search. 
 
     Having left Sejura behind, there was no reason to maintain the facade of struggling farmers. The reward Soren received for returning the Shandahari Khagan’s betrothed made him wealthy beyond the need to ever give thought to money again, and Soren thought it was well past time to start enjoying it. 
 
     They had taken on the personas of a well-to-do banneret and his wife from the time they arrived at the Estranzan port. It was true but for the part of Soren and Alessandra being married. That was a matter that needed to be addressed as soon as more settled times prevailed. 
 
     By the time they arrived in Venter, they had completely settled into this new life. He had booked them an expensive hotel in what he had been assured was a good part of the city, intending that they enjoy all the comforts they had foregone on their small farm. Soren hired a carriage to take them from the harbour to their hotel. 
 
     ‘The houses are as fine as anything in Ostenheim,’ Alessandra said, as she peered out the carriage window, a hint of surprise in her voice. 
 
     Soren took a look and nodded in agreement. It was different to Ostenheim, the buildings with their ornate gabled roofs giving the streets a unique character. Neither of them knew much about Venter or Voorn, but Soren shared her expectation that nowhere could be quite as impressive as Ostenheim. He only hoped the hotel would live up to the description the agent in Estranza had given. 
 
     When the carriage came to a halt outside their hotel, Alessandra turned back and looked at him, mouth agape. 
 
     ‘We’re not staying here, are we?’ 
 
     Soren smiled and nodded. He looked out of the carriage window and liked what he saw. It was his plan to treat Alessandra at every possible opportunity while he was in Voorn, and if the exterior of the hotel was anything to go by, the Ventish were no strangers to luxury. 
 
     ‘It’s a palace,’ she said. ‘We can’t afford to stay here.’ 
 
     Soren smiled again. ‘Yes we can.’ 
 
     She looked at him with the same disapproving look of inquiry she gave him every time he did something foolish. 
 
     ‘The money from the Khagan,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Didn’t we spend all of that on the farm?’ 
 
     ‘Not even close,’ Soren said. ‘Not by a very long way.’ 
 
     She looked at him cryptically, but Soren didn’t elaborate. 
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     With Alessandra settled into the hotel, and coming to terms with the notion that while there she would not be allowed to do anything for herself, Soren set off to make more specific enquiries after Ranph. 
 
     The obvious place to begin his search was at Voorn’s Bannerets’ Hall. Each such hall had a register of all bannerets currently residing in that region, and Ranph was far too high profile a banneret and aristocrat to have escaped entry onto it. 
 
     The hall occupied pride of place on the city’s main square, opposite Venter’s academy itself and at the end of a boulevard that led to the King’s palace—which sat on a shallow hill farther inland. Soren walked in with the sword prominently displayed at his hip stating his credentials. The foyer was large and airy with a polished white marble floor. The walls were decorated with banners in various colours, orange—the state colour of Venter—as well as others; trophies of battle. 
 
     ‘Can I help you, Banneret?’ the adjutant at the reception desk said. 
 
     ‘Yes, I’m looking for a friend. I understand he’s living in Venter now.’ 
 
     ‘Ostian?’ 
 
     Soren smiled. ‘Yes.’ 
 
     ‘We keep a separate register for Ostian exiles out here at the reception.’ He opened a drawer in his desk and took a large, leather-bound book from it. ‘So many have settled here in the past couple of years we get almost daily requests for information. Confused times. What’s the name of the banneret you are looking for?’ 
 
     ‘Banneret of the Blue Ranph dal Bragadin.’ 
 
     The adjutant opened the book and began scanning the pages. He flipped through page after page until he arrived at the end of the section for the letter “B”. ‘Odd,’ he said. He furrowed his brow for a moment. ‘Dal Bragadin, you say?’ 
 
     ‘Yes, Ranph dal Bragadin.’ Soren felt his heart sink. He was always rushing into things, and cursed himself for not giving this move further consideration. Would he ever learn? 
 
     The clerk’s eyes widened and he smiled. ‘Of course. Foolish of me to forget. He’s the highest ranked nobleman to come across from Ostia,’ he said. ‘Wait here a moment, if you wouldn’t mind.’ He left the desk and went through an open door. 
 
     He returned with another large book, which he opened out on the desk. ‘Banneret dal Bragadin has taken the title of “Medenmeer” since coming to Venter. I’d forgotten the name of his Ostian title.’ 
 
     Soren breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
     ‘He keeps a house in the city,’ the clerk said, ‘but I’m given to understand he doesn’t spend much time here, preferring his estate.’ 
 
     ‘Where’s Medenmeer?’ 
 
     ‘It’s a barony in the south of the country. It’s about four days by post-carriage, less if you’re willing to take the discomfort of an express.’ 
 
     ‘Post-carriage it is,’ Soren said, with a smile. He had no desire to spend two or three days sitting non-stop in a cramped carriage with a stiff shoulder. The post would allow them to spend each night in the greater comfort of a coaching inn. It made Soren wonder if he was getting soft. ‘Thank you for your time,’ he said. 
 
     ‘If you are new in the city, perhaps you might like to fill out the registry. We do like to keep it up to date.’ 
 
     Soren smiled and shook his head. No need to leave a trail for someone unwelcome to follow. 
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     Soren hadn’t expected it to be difficult to track Ranph down; he was a wealthy aristocrat. Disappearing into obscurity was never likely to happen. After so long on the ship, it was good to be getting things done again. Waiting and planning was something Soren had always found difficult; he far preferred to be getting on with things, a trait that was a drawback as often as it was an advantage. 
 
     A quick call to the post-carriage stables informed him that there were several carriages heading south each day, so there would no issue finding transportation. 
 
     With their arrival so recent, and their new identities, Soren expected that they had several days—probably longer—before anyone tracking them picked up the trail and arrived in Venter. With luck this was being over cautious, but Soren’s experience of luck was rarely good. 
 
     He had already led Alessandra on a merry dance, and he wanted to do something pleasant for her before they headed south. Although Soren hadn’t directly considered the possibility, in the back of his mind was the fact that when he left Alessandra in Medenmeer it might be the last time he ever saw her. Voorn could be their final chance to experience happiness together. 
 
     He returned to the Bannerets’ Hall to enquire as to where Ventish society found their entertainment. The adjutant suggested the theatre, which struck Soren as being exactly what he was looking for. 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      The Meek Cobbler
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     Nerli collected his groceries and headed for home. As soon as he had accumulated enough money, he would move to a better area of the city. He had lived here for his entire life. Too many people remembered him for the man he had been, and still held him with the same disregard that Nerli himself had for his former life. He had been a meek cobbler who never had the courage to stand up for himself, or the ambition to grow his business beyond a subsistence living. That Nerli had ceased to exist. He was so much more now, and could be even more than that. 
 
     ‘Hey, Cristan! I’ve a hole in my shoe. Needs mending. Where’re your tools?’ 
 
     Nerli froze on the spot and regretted it. Had he kept moving he might have been able to pretend that he hadn’t heard Bruco, the man who had called out to him. The others would be with him also, they always were. Ever since they were children, Nerli had been the butt of Bruco’s jokes. Back then it had been because he could read—taught by his mother. No one else in the neighbourhood was able to do so. He wondered if he had made a stand all those years ago, would things have continued as they had up to the present. 
 
     ‘There’ll be more than one hole in ‘em if you let Nerli near them,’ one of the others said. The rest of them laughed. 
 
     ‘So?’ Bruco said, closer now, ‘are you gonna fix it or not?’ 
 
     Nerli had mended several pairs of shoes for Bruco over the years, but had not once been paid for his work. He turned to face his tormentors. 
 
     ‘I don’t mend shoes anymore,’ Nerli said. 
 
     Bruco raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you do then? Not like you’re much use for anything else. Weren’t even that good a cobbler. Only gave you work out of pity.’ 
 
     ‘Work that you never paid for,’ Nerli said, regretting it the instant he said it, forgetting in that moment that he wasn’t the old Nerli anymore. 
 
     ‘What did you say?’ Bruco said, taking a step forward. 
 
     ‘Pay up and I might make an exception. Mend those ridiculous shoes of yours one last time.’ He was the new Nerli now. People like Bruco couldn’t treat him with such disdain anymore. He cast a sneering glance at Bruco’s polished oxblood shoes. They were ridiculously unfashionable, but Bruco seemed to think he was beyond such considerations. 
 
     Bruco turned back to look at his friends and laughed before facing Nerli again. ‘Did you wake up this morning feeling the need for a good, hard beating?’ 
 
     ‘Go away, Bruco. You’re boring me.’ 
 
     ‘I’ll fucking bore you all right,’ Bruco said, taking another step forward, putting him within punching range. He raised one of his large, hairy fists, and hesitated. 
 
     Nerli stared at him, and felt his heart race. His skin tingled. Bruco squinted and one of his eyes started to twitch. Nerli felt a rush of elation, and kept staring at Bruco, concentrating hard on his hatred for the man. 
 
     Bruco stumbled and put out a hand to steady himself. His other he raised to his temple as he swayed on his feet. 
 
     ‘Bruco? You all right?’ one of the others said. 
 
     ‘Guh,’ Bruco said. ‘Don’t feel so good. Head hurts.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe you should go home, Bruco,’ Nerli said, holding his concentration firm. 
 
     Bruco looked up at him. All the colour had drained from his face. Blood dripped from his nose and ears. ‘Think… you… might… be right.’ 
 
     Nerli raised his eyebrows in amazement. It stood to reason that if he could knit the broken bones in a boy’s arm, he could do the reverse, but he hadn’t expected this. This was entirely new to him. It had taken so little effort. Bruco stumbled away and Nerli watched him go. Such power. Bruco and his friends would never bother him again. If they did, they would get far worse. 
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     There was so much about Nerli that Giura wanted to know, he had persevered with his observation and questioning for a few more days. He had found out little—other than that Nerli had lived in the area all his life, had worked as a cobbler and was considered by all to be a doormat. Despite Nerli being literate—an unusual quality in that part of the city—there was no way he had the intelligence or luck to have happened upon these new skills by himself, which made Giura hungry to discover how he had obtained them. So long as he was merely boiling eggs and mending broken bones, Giura was content to wait and watch. There could well be a bigger fish out there waiting to be caught, and Giura wanted to know where to find it. 
 
     That was until he saw Nerli’s conversation with the men on the street. There was nothing remarkable about it until it looked as though Nerli was about to take a beating. It was bad luck for Nerli but none of Giura’s business, so he was content to continue watching. It wasn’t going to be pretty; the man squaring up to Nerli was an ox, and likely capable of inflicting quite a bit of damage. 
 
     When the ox turned around, white as a sheet with blood dribbling from his nose and ears, Giura’s jaw dropped. It took him a moment to compose himself and he feared he might have drawn notice, but Nerli was too fixated on the man who had been about to beat him. He had a satisfied smile on his face, and Giura knew that the time for watching was now past. 
 
     Giura’s career was long and he had never seen a man wield that much power. Nerli was too dangerous to wait any longer. He had to be dealt with immediately. Any other questions Giura had could wait until he was able to have the answers beaten out of Nerli after his arrest. 
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     The Intelligenciers employed all sorts. Giura knew that men like him—those with no connections or weak points that could be used against them—were the most valuable. If they were Bannerets they were even more valuable, but sometimes finesse and skill with a blade were not what was needed. For such situations, the Intelligenciers employed a different breed of man: big, tough, not frightened by the sound of breaking bones. 
 
     Giura’s plan was to send four of these men into Nerli’s house. They would kick down the doors and rush into the apartment, fast and aggressive. Giura would follow close behind them. He wanted to know what was in that apartment. He wanted to know what was in Nerli’s head. 
 
     The toughs were effective, but decision-making was not one of their strong suits. Giura wanted Nerli taken alive. If that wasn’t possible, dead was preferable to escaped—but Giura had many questions. 
 
    [image: ]
 
     Nerli sat down to his evening meal, most of which he had cooked by thought alone. It took less effort each time, a fact that pleased him greatly. As he started to eat, he thought about Bruco. The shoe was now most certainly on the other foot. He smiled at the pun, and as he thought of what had happened that afternoon. They wouldn’t be bothering him again. If anyone did any bothering, it would be him. 
 
     It amused him to think of how confused Bruco must be, as the ignorant brute tried to make sense of what had happened to him. A headache, bloody ears and nose were no more than he deserved. Less, considering the years of torment he had visited on Nerli almost every day since childhood. The way Bruco and his friends had acted as though Nerli was completely worthless made him angry. There was nothing to stop him from returning all of that now, to make Bruco feel the misery of a lifetime of torment all in one go. 
 
     The more Nerli thought about it, the more he liked the idea. The Master would not approve, of course, but there was no reason for him to find out. When Nerli was done with him, Bruco wouldn’t be in a position to tell any tales. The thought made him smile. 
 
     Nerli jumped to his feet as the door to his apartment exploded in. 
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     One of Giura’s men kicked down the door to Nerli’s apartment. They all rushed through the breach. 
 
     Surprise was the best tool in taking someone alive. Catch them unaware, move fast and you could have them in chains before they knew what was going on. It had served Giura many times and he hoped it would be the case this time also. 
 
     Nerli was standing by a table with a half-eaten meal on it by the time Giura got through the door. The practitioner made a pulling gesture with his hand and one of Giura’s men dropped to the ground, screaming and writhing in agony. The surprise halted the Intelligenciers in their tracks, and even Giura was left bemused. His end of the service prized brains over brawn and he reacted quicker than any of his men. 
 
     ‘Take him down. Now!’ he shouted. As nice an idea as it was to take this man alive, Giura didn’t want to have to explain how he had gotten three or four men killed, and he had no desire to die himself. 
 
     In the time it took his men to respond to his order Nerli had sent another one of them to the ground, howling in pain. The remaining two charged and knocked him over, smashing the table to pieces and sprawling across the floor. Giura drew his sword, but hoped that they now had the situation under control. So much for a quiet arrest. 
 
     As his men wrestled on the floor with Nerli—who was less than half the size of either one of them—there was little for Giura to do other than watch. His other two men were on the ground, curled up in the foetal position. They needed attention but that would have to wait. 
 
     One of his remaining two men screamed in pain, pulling Giura’s attention back to the melee on the other side of the apartment. 
 
     ‘Oh, Gods,’ Giura said, under his breath. He abandoned any hope for an arrest and crossed the room quickly. He stabbed Nerli through the chest. He pressed down hard and twisted the blade, making absolutely certain the heart was torn to shreds. He didn’t release the pressure on his sword until he was sure Nerli was dead. 
 
     His final remaining man stood and nodded to Giura in gratitude. 
 
     ‘Arrange help for those three,’ Giura said, looking down at the three quivering shapes on the floor. The excitement of the fight started to subside and only then did it occur to him how close it had been. Giura had no idea what the practitioner had done to his men, but it was terrifying. That was the magic of olden times, and it was not supposed to exist any more. It made him feel nauseous to think how impressed he had been by the effortless way the practitioner had boiled the egg. What he had just seen was in an entirely different league. How had this man learned how to do it all? Was that the extent of his power, or would he have done more given the chance? 
 
     More questions. Always more questions, but now there was no one to answer them. Giura swore out loud and looked around. 
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     More Intelligenciers arrived to remove the injured men and the corpse from the apartment. Giura was already busy going through Nerli’s papers. He looked through the desk he had seen the man sitting at. There were two objects in particular that caught his eye—two well-thumbed notebooks with brown leather covers. He opened the first and flipped through several pages. The text was unintelligible, written in code or some language unknown to him, but with a neat, precise hand. Practitioners often used code when writing their notes, but this was unlike anything Giura had ever seen. 
 
     He set it to one side and looked at the second notebook. It felt different. Newer. He opened it and looked at its contents. It was the same gibberish, but with one notable difference. It was written by a different hand. He flipped through a few pages until he reached blank sheets. Everything in it was written in that second hand. A quick comparison between the two showed that the contents of the first notebook were being transcribed into the second. 
 
     Giura’s body reacted before his mind had fully processed the significance of this. He rifled through the desk, looking for any papers with handwriting on them. When he had several pieces, he went through them one by one. Each one was written with the same hand, which Giura took to be Nerli’s. It was identical to the second notebook, the one which was only half full. Where did he get the first one? Was that alone the source of all his power? 
 
     Giura went through the rest of the papers, looking for names, addresses, anything that might be of use. There was nothing. Giura sighed. His investigation was going to be difficult. 
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     ‘Seven?’ Amero said. 
 
     ‘Seven, my Lord,’ Byarsham said. 
 
     ‘In the whole city, there are only seven?’ Amero looked at the mage with incredulity. There were over two hundred thousand people in Ostenheim. He expected dozens would be useful. Hundreds. Yet Byarsham sat there, a cocksure smile on his pale, hairless face. It irritated Amero to a huge degree, but there was nothing he could do about it. Not yet at any rate. 
 
     ‘Only seven worth persevering with,’ Byarsham said. ‘It’s rare to encounter an adult with a useful level of ability. Children can be trained of course. In ten, perhaps fifteen years we could achieve the results you are looking for.’ 
 
     ‘No. I need something I can use sooner than that.’ Amero stood and paced across to the bay window that overlooked the city. The organisation Byarsham represented had assured Amero that this process would be problem free. Guaranteed results, so long as he could keep things quiet and allow the process to continue uninterrupted. The fee he had paid reflected the magnitude of the promises made, and it was money he could ill-afford to squander. 
 
     ‘Then seven is the number we have to work with,’ Byarsham said. ‘I’ve provided the strongest of them with a novice’s grimoire to work through and copy. He is talented, and I expect him to have completed it in another couple of months. That in itself is a significant step. The others should manage it also, but will take longer. I would rather you left them to their studies until they have completed their adept’s grimoire. They will be of some use to you by then.’ 
 
     ‘How much longer will that take?’ Amero said, returning his gaze to Byarsham’s unsettling appearance. 
 
     ‘Two years. Possibly three. It is still too early to say for certain. The power you desire them to have will take far longer than that. For those taken into training at an early age, it usually takes the better part of two decades to complete an initiate’s grimoire. I doubt any of these seven will ever manage that, however.’ 
 
     ‘Not good enough,’ Amero said. ‘I need something I can use within the year.’ 
 
     ‘It is good enough, and you will make do,’ Byarsham said. His voice remained even, insipid, as it always was. 
 
     Amero swallowed his anger. He was not accustomed to being told what to do, but he knew when it was time to concede defeat and a disagreement with an eastern mage was one of those times. He didn’t like it, but different people needed to be played in different ways. 
 
     ‘What about your Order? The Twelve. I have the money, why can’t I employ more trained mages like you?’ He didn’t have it, but the mage didn’t know that. With the help of more powerful mages, he’d be able to put the coin together quickly enough. 
 
     ‘Because there are only eleven other men and women like me, and my being here is already bending the laws to which we are bound in my land. I accepted your invitation out of curiosity and a desire to seek knowledge of a foreign place, in addition to your generous payment of course. There has been so little contact with the west for such a very long time…’ 
 
     ‘I thought there were hundreds like you in the east. Thousands, even.’ 
 
     Byarsham smiled. ‘No. There are many with a functional and useful ability with the science. Those who have achieved the level of initiate, a level higher than that I expect your seven will achieve, but they are closely supervised by the Twelve and limited in what they can do. Again, a requirement of the law my Order is bound by.’ 
 
     Amero didn’t care what the mages were capable of in their own lands. He was only concerned with what they could do for him here. He regarded Byarsham curiously. There was something about the smooth and even tone of Byarsham’s voice that Amero found not just condescending, but sinister. Everything about him was sinister when Amero thought about it: his sallow, smooth skin, his completely hairless head, the way he seemed to be able to move in complete silence. It was impossible to tell how old he was. There were moments when Amero regretted seeking out Byarsham and his cabal of mages in the East, but what they could give him was too tempting to ignore. 
 
     Amero sighed loudly. ‘Keep pressing on with the training as quickly as you can. I need results before the year is out.’ 
 
     Byarsham nodded, the smile still firmly fixed to his face. ‘I will do what I can. I advise you not to harbour unachievable expectations. It will only lead to disappointment.’ 
 
     Amero felt a flash of anger. How dare this freak tell him what to expect. He took a deep breath and stilled himself. ‘That will be all, Magister Byarsham.’ 
 
     The master mage stood and walked—glided was a more fitting term—out of the room. Amero watched him go. The emerald green robes he wore concealed his legs, and he was undoubtedly walking but the stillness of his body while he moved was unnerving. 
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     ‘You sure about him?’ Emeric emerged from an anteroom after Byarsham left. He rarely ventured farther from Amero than his sword could reach. 
 
     ‘Absolutely,’ Amero said. 
 
     ‘Reckon the people will ever take to the idea that magic’s back?’ 
 
     ‘They will if it’s revealed at the right time, in the right way.’ 
 
     ‘Got a bad feeling about that fella.’ It was understating the matter, but being completely candid with his thoughts was not something Emeric had ever felt comfortable with. 
 
     ‘Stop being such an old woman, Emeric. I need what he has to offer. If I can’t scrape the money together for another campaign in the field, I’ll need to come up with something else to keep control. If I don’t attack Auracia soon, they’ll be over the border looking for Ostian blood and there won’t be a thing I can do to stop them. They already think the victory over Ruripathia broke us. That we’ve no stomach for another fight. That we’re ripe for the picking—and they’re right. I need something up my sleeve. Once I have a few mages that can pull off something more impressive than a flash and a bang, I’ll send him packing.’ 
 
     ‘And if he has different ideas about that?’ Emeric wondered how much farther he could push the matter before Amero’s patience wore thin. As Emeric’s concern and distaste at what they were doing grew, so too did Amero’s temper. 
 
     ‘We’ll send word to his emperor that one of the Twelve is over here stirring things up against him. That will take care of things quickly enough.’ 
 
     Emeric humphed. 
 
     Amero turned in his chair to face him. ‘I’ve made my decision on this. I won’t have any more of your second guessing.’ There was anger in his eyes. 
 
     Emeric nodded and left the room, obeisant but not cowed. Or convinced. 
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     Soren’s first call was to the King’s Theatre, which the adjutant told him was the finest in the city. Tickets were expensive. Soren hesitated at the price and had to remind himself that he could afford it. He would never truly be able to accept that he was wealthy; that the price of his next meal would never be beyond him. 
 
     He reserved a private booth for an operatic performance the following evening, and noted that the tickets covered admission to a buffet and drinks reception after the performance. The hotel could take care of the dining part of his plan. 
 
     The dressmaker was next. He paid an eye-watering amount for her to go directly to the hotel to take Alessandra’s measurements and make the dress overnight. He had a smile on his face when he left, wondering what Alessandra’s reaction would be to the finest dressmaker in Voorn turning up at the hotel unannounced. His own requirements were next on the list. 
 
     The first thing that struck him about the tailor’s shop was the smell of wood and cloth. An elderly man with a thick white moustache and spectacles looked up from a desk when Soren entered. 
 
     ‘How may I help you, sir?’ 
 
     ‘I need a suit of clothes.’ 
 
     ‘Well then, you’re in the right place. Did you have anything specific in mind?’ he said, standing and picking up a tape measure from a peg on the wall behind him. 
 
     ‘Something suitable for the theatre.’ 
 
     The tailor smiled. ‘That shouldn’t be a problem. My name is Reymolt. I’ll take some measurements and we can discuss what it is exactly that you want, colour, fabric and such. If you’d like to come this way.’ 
 
     He led Soren back to a small, screened off area and began to take measurements. ‘As a Banneret, I assume that you would prefer something of a more martial cut, less ostentatious, flat shoulders.’ 
 
     ‘That sounds fine,’ Soren said. ‘The only thing is, I need it for tomorrow.’ 
 
     Reymolt paused. ‘It’s not usually possible to produce a full suit on such a tight timeframe.’ 
 
     ‘Cost is no consideration,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Not usually,’ Reymolt said, smiling. 
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     The clothes arrived the next afternoon. Alessandra had been surprised by the arrival of the dressmaker, but more so by the fact that Soren could be so spontaneous and unpredictable. She had chosen a vibrant crimson cloth that contrasted with her hair and skin and Soren found himself completely dumbstruck every time he looked at her. The dress hugged her figure, flaring out from the waist, and Soren was confident that she was by far the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 
 
     Soren’s suit was of dark blue cloth. He tied a white silk sash around his waist beneath his sword belt. The white was a symbol of the virtue and fidelity of the office of banneret—a laughable concept considering some of the bannerets Soren had encountered over the years. It also marked him out as not being a banneret of colour, the accolade reserved for those who graduated from the collegium, the highest echelon of their academy. A banneret from Ostenheim would be a Banneret of the Blue, while one from Venter would be a Banneret of the Orange; each state had its own colour. All other bannerets, irrespective of nationality, were entitled to a white banner, usually mirrored somewhere in their clothing—such as the sash Soren wore, or the plume in one’s hat—something Soren thought looked ridiculous and always eschewed. 
 
     Not completing his education at the collegium was a subject of regret, and as time passed he began to think it ever less likely that he would have the opportunity to correct his mistake. Any academy would do, but he had long dreamed of being called a Banneret of the Blue, and it was immature hubris that had diverted him from that path. Still, things happened the way they did and there was no way to change them. Sometimes one simply had to get on with life. 
 
     All in all, he felt he cut as dashing a figure as he could hope, but with Alessandra on his arm no one would be looking at him anyway. 
 
     The concierge at the hotel arranged for a carriage to take them the short distance to the theatre, and as they walked down the steps in front of the hotel to get in, Soren felt happier than he ever had in his life. If only every day could have been like that. 
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     Each time the actors exited the stage, Soren perked up in his seat, hopeful that the whole experience was coming to an end. Alessandra seemed to be thoroughly enjoying herself, spending most of the performance sitting on the edge of her seat and visibly reacting to what Soren assumed were pivotal parts of the story. He, on the other hand, had not managed to follow the story past the first few minutes. He maintained a perhaps unreasonable hope that there would be stage sword fighting at some point, which would provide him with some point of interest. So far he had been disappointed. 
 
     The hope was a remote one, however, considering the production’s title, ‘The Desert Prince’s Lament’. The clerk at the ticket booth had spoken of it in excited tones, which should have been expected considering his job. The exotic was the fashion in Voorn that season, with a particular interest in all things Shandahari—the setting for the story. 
 
     Unlike the person who wrote the play, it seemed, Soren had spent some time in Shandahar. The Shandahari did not have princes, for a start. The closest approximation was a khagan, and that was not at all romantic. The khagans that Soren had come in contact with spent the majority of their time guarding themselves against the schemes of their enemies or relaxing in their large, opulent seraglios. Certainly not gallivanting about the desert trying to rescue princesses. They employed others to do that for them, to which Soren’s happy financial circumstances were testimony. 
 
     Alessandra had spent time there also, but her unpleasant experience of the place didn’t seem to impact her enjoyment of the play. Admittedly Shandahar was a fascinating place with a beautiful, vibrant culture, but it was also a viper’s den of scheming and plotting where staying alive was far more difficult than Soren liked. He found it difficult to associate any positive thoughts about it. 
 
     Each time she looked across at him and squeezed his hand, he forced a smile and pretended to be interested in what was happening on the stage. The respite offered by the intermission was marred by the fact that it only marked the halfway point of the ordeal. 
 
     When the actors finally left the stage and did not return, Soren had to force himself not to sigh with relief. Despite the plush seating, his backside was numb and he had memorised the position of every mark on the wall beside him. He realised that he was being an ignorant boor, but the training at the Academy in etiquette and culture had failed to instil in him a sense of value for such things, and he did not think any amount of money or years of living in high society would change that. 
 
     Soren hadn’t spoken about the reception to Alessandra, although he was confident that she had seen mention of it herself when they came into the theatre. He harboured the hope that they could leave the theatre as soon as the performance was over for dinner at their hotel. It wasn’t that he was being antisocial—although he had to admit that was in part motivating his desire to avoid the reception—it was that he was not sure of who they would meet or the welcome they would receive. 
 
     As the adjutant at the Bannerets’ Hall had made clear, there were a great many Ostian exiles in Venter now. Soren was confident that he was not the only one Amero desired to see dead, so he had no way of knowing how the exiles would react to the new arrival of an unknown Ostian. In addition to that, there was the question of what Amero was doing to deal with those exiles in Venter he wished to see dead. At a social event it was likely there could be spies or assassins, albeit the latter with their focus elsewhere. Nonetheless, he didn’t think it would be wise to draw any unnecessary attention to themselves. 
 
     He knew there was an element of paranoia to his thinking, which, while partly justified, was probably excessive. It was unlikely that they would be recognised, and coupled with their assumed names Soren reckoned it would be safe enough to have a quick drink before going back to the hotel if Alessandra pressed the issue. Given the option, he would prefer not to though. 
 
     Alessandra took his arm and it seemed there was no question as to whether or not they would call on the drinks reception. Their box, the most expensive that had still been available when he bought the tickets, was right by the stage but high in the theatre—which meant a longer walk than most of the other attendees. The foyer was full of people by the time they got there, the great and good of Ventish society. 
 
     ‘Are you sure you want to stay? We can go straight to the hotel for dinner if you prefer,’ Soren said, still hoping to avoid it. 
 
     ‘I’d like to stay for one drink,’ she said. ‘It’s nice to be around people again after so long being isolated, and the whole evening has been perfect.’ 
 
     Soren smiled and nodded. He didn’t elaborate his reasons for wanting to leave. As far as she was concerned they were under no threat in Voorn, and he was happy to keep it that way. So long as they maintained a low profile he foresaw no problem. 
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     Soren and Alessandra knew nobody there, and while she seemed at ease, he felt awkward and out of place, despite being confident that his clothes at least were appropriate. They each took a glass of wine from a passing waiter and Alessandra started to discuss aspects of the first part of the play. She mentioned several scenes that Soren had not noticed, but he nodded and agreed, doing his best to appear interested by occasionally drawing parallels to Shandahar as he remembered it. The only enjoyment he derived from the experience was seeing how happy it made her. 
 
     Subdued music from a quartet set the atmosphere for the event. The style was a little different to Ostian music, but it was pleasant and it created a nice ambience. As he absorbed his first few sips of wine he started to relax. Cultural events were completely lost on him, but he did his best for Alessandra’s sake. They stood to the side of the room, Soren ignoring the fact they were the only couple he could see that weren’t part of a larger group. After being the stranger in so many new places over the past couple of years, it didn’t bother him in the least, and he was content for them to keep to themselves. 
 
     As they chatted, Soren noticed a dark haired man from the other side of the room watching him. He stood in a group of fair skinned Ventish men and women who were talking but he paid no attention to them, his focus entirely on Soren and Alessandra. Soren grew uncomfortable, and he started thinking through different scenarios as he tried to appear normal to Alessandra and take in what she was saying. His worries grew with each new possibility that he considered, but he tried to dismiss them. It was more likely that the man’s gaze was directed at Alessandra in any event, striking as she was. She had drawn envious glances all evening, from the hotel to their box. 
 
     Soren watched the man out of the corner of his eye. He was slender with thick eyebrows and a shadow of stubble along his jaw. At first Soren wondered if he knew him, but he was able to dismiss the possibility quickly. Soren accidentally caught his eye, and the man nodded before leaving the group he was with and making his way across the foyer. 
 
     ‘Ostian? Yes?’ he said. 
 
     ‘Yes, we are,’ Soren said. There was no point in lying about that, it was too obvious. There would be plenty of lies to come, and the best lies were always built on a foundation of truth. ‘Banneret Massari at your service. My wife, Vittoria.’ 
 
     Alessandra looked at him and cocked an eyebrow, while her mouth curved at the corner in the sarcastic smile she so often gave him and that he so loved. Her posing as his wife was a dangerous subject, and he knew from her reaction that it would get further discussion before the evening was out. 
 
     ‘Very pleased to meet you. I am Pierfranco dal Lupard, Ambassador of Ostia to the Ventish Court.’ 
 
     Soren’s blood ran cold at the man’s admission he was an officer of the new Ostian regime, and all thoughts of politeness and sociability left him. There was no reason to believe that he had recognised them as anything other than new Ostian faces, but the sooner their conversation ended the happier Soren would be. 
 
     He cast a quick glance at the man’s waist but there was no sword there, nor was there any other indication that this man was a banneret. Aristocrat or not, as a banneret, Soren did not have to shake the hand of a man that had not earned the right to a banner so he didn’t offer his hand, which caused a moment of awkward silence. 
 
     ‘I’m surprised a member of the Count of Moreno’s court moves about Venter so freely, what with all the exiles here.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard smiled. ‘I’m sure there are many things about me that would surprise you, Banneret. The performance, though. It was quite magnificent, don’t you think?’ 
 
     ‘Yes. Excellent,’ Soren said. ‘I was particularly impressed by the…’ he floundered for something insightful to say, ‘costumes.’ 
 
     Alessandra snorted as she tried to supress a laugh. Soren could feel his face flush. 
 
     ‘But you, Madam,’ dal Lupard said, turning his attention to Alessandra. ‘Have we met before? You seem familiar.’ 
 
     Alessandra smiled and shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ 
 
     ‘But I’m certain of it. I never forget a face,’ dal Lupard said. ‘Ah, I have it now. Bev… Beverel…’ 
 
     Soren could feel Alessandra’s grip on his arm tighten and the blood visibly drained from her face. He knew as well as she did what was coming—the name ‘Bevrielle’, the one Alessandra had used when Amero set her up as a courtesan in Ostenheim—and he felt his anger rise. Dal Lupard’s tone was teasing. It was obvious now that he knew who she was before he crossed the room, and had been toying with them. It was small consolation that he had clearly not seen through Soren’s false identity. If dal Lupard had been wearing a sword, Soren would have called him out there and then. As it was, for a banneret to kill an ordinary civilian over a matter of honour would be little better than murder. 
 
     ‘I’m afraid we don’t have time to spend chatting with Amero’s lackey scum,’ she said, cutting dal Lupard off before he had a chance to utter the name that he clearly knew, but was simply taunting them with. 
 
     She nudged Soren with her elbow so he started moving toward the door. They had gone a few paces when dal Lupard, who stood watching them, spoke again. 
 
     ‘Do please let me know if you take to whoring again. I should very much like to enjoy your hospitality. You were said to be one of the best in Ostenheim, as I recall.’ 
 
     He said it loud enough for a number of people nearby to hear, and all conversation in that area stopped. It was not unusual for a man to take a courtesan to the theatre; it was not even frowned upon, at least not in Ostenheim, and Soren assumed it to be the case in Voorn also, if the age difference between some of the couples present was anything to go by. What was frowned upon was to intentionally draw attention to the fact. Aristocrat he might be, but gentleman dal Lupard was not. 
 
     It was not a slight that Soren was willing to allow pass, particularly not from a man on Amero’s payroll. He slipped his arm from Alessandra’s and could feel her attempt to restrain him as he turned and walked purposefully back toward dal Lupard. 
 
     Dal Lupard was unmoved, and stood still, unblinking, his eyes a striking shade of green. He had a smug, confident smile on his face. ‘What are you going to do, Banneret? Kill me? I am unarmed, as I’m sure you have noticed. It would be a cowardly act to strike down an unarmed man.’ 
 
     ‘It’s a brave thing to go about insulting your betters,’ Soren said, ‘when you know the rules of honour prevent them from drawing steel on you. Not that I’d waste the effort on a sack of shit like you.’ He raised his voice. ‘In any event, it’s well known that any man in the service of dal Moreno is a bigger whore than the basest courtesan. Pray we never meet again. I might not be so inclined to abide by the diktats of honour then.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard said nothing, his face smug and indignant but betraying a hint of surprise. Soren smiled, and dal Lupard returned the expression, giving a slight nod of his head. Someone began to applaud from across the room, and was quickly joined by several others. Soren puffed out his chest as he turned and went back to Alessandra, before leading her from the theatre with as showy a display of pride as he could muster. He wished that they had gone straight home after the performance. She managed to hold her tears back until they were outside and away from prying eyes. 
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     Giura crumpled the note from the Grey Tower’s physician and threw it at a bin, missing. The note let him know that the first two Intelligenciers hit by the mage had died several hours after the arrest attempt. The thought made Giura feel sick. He’d thought Nerli’s power was limited to causing nosebleeds, which was alarming. Being powerful enough to incapacitate three strong men was very concerning. To kill two of them was truly terrifying. Giura knew there was no way the man could have happened upon that level of skill and knowledge by chance. The notebooks confirmed that, but raised far more questions than they answered. 
 
     The books would be destroyed in the fullness of time, and Giura had no interest in the contents other than ensuring that no one else was able to learn from them. He wouldn’t destroy them until he had learned everything he could about where they had come from, though. That was a daunting task. 
 
     The full notebook was worn and well used, but it was not ancient. Someone had filled it with forbidden information within living memory and that meant there was a skilled mage, a man with the power of the mages of old. To Giura’s knowledge, there shouldn’t be anyone alive able to do that. There were stories of mages in the far east, but the consensus at the Grey Tower was that they were not especially powerful, and kept under strict control. 
 
     Giura’s mind raced with more questions that verged on paranoid fantasy. Who had written the notebook? How many other people had seen it? How many more men could do what Nerli had done? How had he reached this level without drawing attention to himself before now? An endless stream of questions filled his head every time he applied his mind to the matter, but there were no answers. 
 
     There was a coffee house near to the Grey Tower that Giura frequented when he needed to get a different perspective. 
 
     He savoured that brief escape for as long as he could, as he always did. The bustle and noise of the coffee house, pleasantly distracting as it was, disappeared and he felt alone in the world. He felt like he could be anyone, with no responsibilities and no worries. 
 
     He tried to put all of the pieces of information he had together in a way that would allow him plan his next step. There was an explanation floating around in the back of his mind that he couldn’t quite bring himself to accept; there were too many reasons for it to be rubbish, too many reasons for it to be impossible. And yet he had seen a man use magic to kill another man. That was also supposed to be impossible. 
 
     That level of power should take generations to discover. What Nerli possessed was something that had to be learned, something that had to be taught. That distilled Giura’s quandary down to one dominant question. Who was the teacher? 
 
     He was relieved to be able to put things so simply, even for an instant, but as soon as he asked the question he realised how many more it raised. Was this person still in the city? What kind of threat did they pose? Was it a man or a woman? Where would he start looking? Giura groaned and feared a headache was coming on. He stopped himself. One question, one answer; there would be time for the others after. 
 
     He recalled a report written by some colleagues a few years before, relating to the rise to power of a cabal of shamans among the barbarian peoples in the Silver Hills. The rise was sudden and unexpected, and managed to unite the disparate hill tribes in short order. No one could explain how it had cropped up so suddenly. Almost in the blink of an eye, the shamans went from parlour tricks to very serious magic. It was stamped out quickly enough, and hadn’t cropped up again, but it would be worth looking into further. As he stood and walked out of the coffee house, a fleeting and ridiculous idea passed through his head. Could Amero have anything to do with it? 
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     Even a brief spell in Amero’s presence made Byarsham feel sullied. Amero’s attitude revolted him. He was grasping and ambitious. He wanted everything now and that disgusted Byarsham. Anything worth having was worth waiting for. The best plans took decades to bring to fruition. Amero might want his petty little magic wielders in less than a year, but the Twelve were happy to wait for more than a decade to produce a crop that would be far more useful. Individuals that would have the potential to join the ranks of the Twelve one day, although at that point the plan was for the Twelve to be far more than that: the Hundred, the Thousand. There would be nothing to stand in their way: no person, no Fount-Blooded royal family with a high resistance to magic, no code of laws. 
 
     Byarsham made his way through the city toward the nursery. It had been an orphanage before Byarsham arrived in Ostenheim; now the Twelve owned it. The process of identifying adults with some potential for crafting magic, even at their advanced age, had not taken long—far less time than Byarsham had indicated to Amero. That extra time was used to screen the children at the orphanage. This project was secret, and Byarsham’s true reason for being in the city. The irritating Duke’s needs conveniently facilitated this purpose. 
 
     Most children could be trained to a useful level with time and appropriate guidance. Some were more receptive than others though, and Byarsham had no interest in those who could only be useful. The Twelve needed soldiers who could stand against a Fount-Blood, a member of the eastern royal family: their rulers, their oppressors. Useful was a waste of resources. After disposing of those that he felt would not reach the required standard, Byarsham was content that in ten, perhaps fifteen years, the first of those children could take their place beside the Twelve. Of course Amero would be long gone by then, and the city would be filled with nurseries. 
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     Alessandra was quiet the next morning and didn’t utter a word during the first leg of their trip to Medenmeer. They had skipped dinner after the theatre and turned in early, leaving Soren to ruminate on the disaster that their perfect evening had become. 
 
     With Ostian exiles in Voorn, he had known there was a slender risk that someone might recognise him, but having lived most of his life in the gutter he didn’t know that many people. Of those—Academy graduates for the most part—many had fallen at Sharnhome, or found themselves at the wrong end of the headsman’s axe. It hadn’t occurred to him that it would be Alessandra who was recognised. It was a foolish mistake and took him completely by surprise. It was not entirely a disaster though; dal Lupard didn’t appear to have a clue who he was, and with luck they would never encounter one another again. 
 
     Neither of them had any wish to spend another day in Venter, so they took the first post-carriage heading south the next morning. Soren couldn’t begin to empathise with the humiliation Alessandra must have been feeling, and worried that he wasn’t doing enough to show his support for her. He knew that there were times where all he wanted was to be left alone. If that was what she needed he wanted to give her the space, but likewise, he didn’t want to appear uncaring. 
 
     They had never again spoken of the time she spent as a courtesan in Ostenheim, the source of their original falling out. He had seen it as a betrayal at the time, but discovered what had brought her to it and knew it was only his behaviour that was at fault. 
 
     They had also never discussed her time in captivity on Sancho Rui’s ship, or in a seraglio in Shandahar. Not one of those situations had been of her choosing, and Soren realised that his own misfortunes paled in comparison to hers, yet she bore them with no outward effect or complaint. Better than he did his. He had always thought that she would talk about those things if and when she wanted to, when she was ready. He didn’t want to force the issue. The previous night was only the second time he had seen her cry, and it wounded him like no blade ever could. He didn’t know what to say, and felt useless because of it. 
 
     When he allowed his mind to dwell on the night before, he felt almost overwhelming regret at not having cut dal Lupard down where he stood. He should have done more for her and he cursed himself for it. The urge to kill dal Lupard didn’t make him feel good, but seeing the state Alessandra was in made him feel worse. Some people behaved in a way that invited a meeting with a blade, and Soren found it hard to see how that was his problem rather than theirs. 
 
     In any event, a position in Amero’s court was earned with the blood of others and the applause in the foyer confirmed to Soren that there were plenty of Ostian exiles who felt the same. Perhaps, as Soren had threatened, they would have the opportunity to broach the matter once more. 
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     They had to change from the large, comfortable carriages that plied the main road south, to a smaller, cramped affair for the final leg to Medenmeer. The suspension springs were so seized that neither Soren nor Alessandra managed to rock it when they got in. It smelled damp, but Soren was hopeful that they would at least have it to themselves. 
 
     His hopes were dashed when a large gentleman clambered into the carriage shortly before it was due to set off. His considerable bulk did nothing to rock the carriage as he got in either, confirming to Soren that they were in for an uncomfortable trip. 
 
     Their fellow passenger introduced himself as Stans Volpert, a land agent heading east to investigate properties for his employer. Soren gave him the false identities he had used in Voorn. 
 
     Even in the comparative cool of the Ventish climate, Volpert was ruddy faced and perspired heavily. Alone, he would have occupied most of the carriage’s cabin. With two others it was uncomfortably cramped. He also had what could be most politely described as an active stomach. It gurgled and groaned in odd and amusing ways at regular intervals, and each time Soren felt Alessandra stiffen next to him as she struggled to stop herself from laughing aloud. The gentleman seemed completely oblivious to his internal workings, and Soren was grateful for the fact that the issue seemed to be limited to gurgles and groans. He was also grateful that by the time they reached Medenmeer on their fourth day of travel, Alessandra was constantly on the verge of laughter rather than tears. 
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     Pierfranco dal Lupard made it his practice to know the names, the real names, of every Ostian citizen in Venter. A lifelong desire to know everyone else’s business, their secrets, was what had drawn him to a career in the Intelligenciers. 
 
     The objectionable young man and his slut wife at the theatre had made an impression on dal Lupard, so he pursued his investigation into who they were with more enthusiasm than usual. He had one of his agents follow them from the theatre to find out where they were staying, which told him that the young man was of ample means. That in itself was unusual; few Ostian exiles had managed to bring much wealth with them when they fled. 
 
     A young banneret exile of ample means, and a former courtesan for a wife. It was an interesting combination but by no means unheard of. With all that had happened the match would raise fewer eyebrows than it would have ordinarily. The wheels turned over in dal Lupard’s mind as he considered the possible scenarios. The young man was probably an aristocrat, fleeing Ostenheim and finding love in the arms of a beautiful woman with a chequered past. Ridiculously romantic when he thought about it, so ridiculous that it made him sneer with contempt. 
 
     His agent reported that they had left the city the morning after his meeting with them at the theatre. While not averse to getting his own hands dirty, the winter weather in Venter was miserable and he preferred to remain indoors when possible. He dispatched another agent to find where they had gone, but by the time he traced them to the stables they were long departed; headed south. 
 
     Dal Lupard would usually have left the matter there until it became more relevant again, if it ever did. However there was something naggingly familiar about the pair, which he couldn’t quite put his finger on. 
 
     He started with what he knew. That was the girl. She had called herself Bevrielle when plying her trade in Oldtown. She was highly regarded, not just for her more intimate abilities but also her intelligence, wit and charm, which had made her a regular feature on the arms of far older, and very wealthy men on the social circuit in Ostenheim. By the time dal Lupard became privy to her association with the Duke, she had been passing information back to him for months. She had even beaten dal Lupard to a few of the juicier morsels of blackmailable scandal in the lead up to the Duke’s accession. 
 
     What had brought her to Venter, on the arm of a young husband? Money was the easy answer, and usually the correct one. They seemed genuinely fond of one another though, if that was of any importance. Massari. He repeated the name to himself. He had never encountered it before, so it raised no alarm bells as he mulled it over. There was something about the young man that wouldn’t allow him let the matter drop. It was enough to ensure that dal Lupard couldn’t think of anything else. It was a gut feeling rather than anything specific, a response developed after years of working as an Intelligencier. 
 
     Dal Lupard thought about it carefully. His resources in Venter were limited, and he already had a specific list of names he was obligated to watch. The Ventish were expelling anyone they suspected of being a spy from the country; only his senior diplomatic credentials had saved him, and he suspected even they might be wearing thin. 
 
     With greater resources he would have followed his instinct without hesitation, but with what little he had he needed to be far more circumspect. He looked out the window and sighed. It had rained nearly every day since he had arrived in Voorn. It was not a choice assignment, far from it. It was evidence of how far from favour he had fallen. While he would have gratefully received his notice of expulsion from Venter, he would not get a warm welcome home as a failure. The only place left for him to fall was the headsman’s block, and even Voorn was preferable to that. Sending his men off on a hunch was taking a chance, and should he fail in his current duty it would most certainly lead to an appointment with the axe. 
 
     He couldn’t let it go, however. There was something about the young man and his whore wife that stimulated every suspicious fibre of his body. A couple of men for a couple of days was all it would require. Something told him that it would be worth the risk. Dal Lupard had lost much, and he very much wanted it back. He had to take risks if that were to happen, had to listen to the instincts that had won him so much to begin with. He looked out the window. It was raining again—no great surprise—but for the first time since arriving in Voorn, he felt enthusiastic at the prospect of venturing out into it. Perhaps this would be something that could justify him going home. 
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     The carriage dropped them off at a small square in the centre of Medenmeer. Cut stone buildings were cluttered around it and a sloping path led down to a small harbour. The village was part of Ranph’s estate, but as far as Soren had been able to find out, Ranph lived at a manor house outside of it. 
 
     With the carriage driver’s help, Soren unloaded their luggage from the carriage’s roof, putting off the fact that he didn’t know what he was going to do next. Alessandra looked around uncertainly. 
 
     When the luggage was unloaded and stacked on the cobbled square, she turned to him and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
     ‘What now?’ she said. 
 
     ‘We’ll have to find where Ranph’s house is, and arrange a way to get there.’ He looked around at the sleepy village. ‘Not quite sure how though.’ 
 
     Arriving in a new and unknown village was not an experience that Soren enjoyed, but he had become accustomed to it. There was always a moment of unsettling confusion as he tried to work out where he needed to go and who to ask for information. He looked around, trying to feign an air of certainty for Alessandra’s benefit, but he was under no illusions that she would fall for his act; she had seen it too many times. She smiled and looked around, allowing him to go through his routine. 
 
     There were a few villagers moving about, but none paid the arrival of the carriage any attention. 
 
     ‘Any idea of where we can hire a couple of horses?’ Soren said to the carriage driver. 
 
     He shrugged, but said nothing. 
 
     Soren asked a passer-by who directed him to a stable on the edge of town. There, they were informed that although there were no horses available for hire, there was a cart going to the manor house later in the day that would take them. 
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     Soren felt a twinge of anticipation as the cart rattled up the gravel driveway that led to the front of Medenmeer Manor. A lot of time had passed since he’d last seen Ranph—standing on the quayside in Ostenheim, shortly after he had risked his life to get Soren out of the castle dungeon. There had been no communication between them since, but their friendship was strong. Nonetheless, Soren had no way to know how Ranph would react to him turning up on his doorstep unannounced. With Ranph’s newly assumed title, Soren could be a reminder of a life he was trying to put behind him. 
 
     Alessandra could obviously detect his unease, and held his hand a little tighter than usual, which he was grateful for. The thought of being parted from her so soon was painful, but he knew it was the only way for them to have any hope of a happy life together. They would never be able to have a normal life constantly looking over their shoulders. 
 
     Ranph’s house was large and a creamy white colour with several pointed turrets and a blue-grey slate roof. It looked old, but as if it had seen an extensive renovation in recent times. It wasn’t quite what Soren had expected. Ranph’s family had been one of the wealthiest in Ostia, and while this house looked like the home of a prosperous individual, it was not the palace that Soren had thought it would be. He wondered how much of a change of circumstances the coup had meant for Ranph. 
 
     The cart dropped them off in front of the house, before continuing on around to wherever it was delivering its cargo. Soren stood on the driveway, crunching the gravel beneath his feet as he hesitated before going up to the door. He worried how Ranph would receive them and hated the idea of turning up unannounced looking for a favour. 
 
     Nonetheless, he had come a long way and there was no point in turning away now. He needed Ranph’s help and he was not going to get it procrastinating on the raked gravel driveway. He went up the steps and rapped the large brass knocker hanging from the centre of the door. 
 
     It opened after a moment. Somewhere in the back of his mind Soren had been expecting Ranph to open the door. 
 
     ‘Can I help you, sir?’ a servant said. 
 
     Ranph was still prosperous enough for a serving staff at least. ‘Yes, I hope so. I’m looking for Ranph dal Bragadin, or dal Medenmeer as I understand he’s calling himself now.’ 
 
     ‘Might I ask who you are, sir?’ 
 
     ‘Banneret Soren.’ 
 
     ‘One moment please, I shall see if Viscount Medenmeer is available.’ He retreated back into the house. 
 
     Soren exchanged a hopeful look with Alessandra, who was still standing on the gravel driveway beside their small pile of luggage. It made Soren feel like they were itinerant paupers, which he was not comfortable with, but he had money to pay his way—more than enough—so they would not be any financial imposition on his friend. 
 
     ‘What in hells are you doing waiting at the door like a bloody stranger?’ 
 
     The voice came from somewhere inside the house, and although Soren couldn’t see its source he recognised it instantly. 
 
     ‘I wasn’t sure if I’d got the right address,’ Soren called back. 
 
     The servant appeared at the door again and gestured for Soren to enter, before spotting Alessandra. ‘I’ll fetch your bags, sir,’ he said. 
 
     Ranph appeared in the servant’s place, a wide smile fixed on his face. He hesitated for a moment before stepping forward and embracing Soren. ‘It’s good to see you,’ he said. ‘After so long since I’ve heard anything about you, I was beginning to think that bastard managed to get you in the end.’ 
 
     ‘Happily not the case, but it’s not for want of trying,’ Soren said. 
 
     Ranph grimaced. ‘Ah. But come in, come in. I’ve no idea how far you’ve come. I’m sure you’d like something to eat and drink.’ He spotted Alessandra talking with the servant. ‘You found her then,’ he said, his smile widening even more. 
 
     ‘Eventually, but it took some doing,’ Soren said, a relieved smile appearing on his own face. 
 
    [image: ]
 
     Ranph led them to a comfortable looking lounge. 
 
     ‘So much to talk about,’ he said as they sat. ‘I hardly know where to start. What brings you to Venter? Where have you come from?’ 
 
     Soren had just opened his mouth to reply when the door swung open. A tiny child wobbled in unsteadily, making it as far as the leg of a table, which it grabbed onto for support. Judging by the blue outfit, Soren assumed the child to be a boy. A plump, middle-aged woman followed swiftly. Alessandra’s face lit up with a beautiful smile when she saw the child. 
 
     ‘I’m sorry, my Lord, now that he’s started walking he’s getting hard to keep up with,’ the woman said. She scooped the child up in her arms and whisked him back out, closing the door behind her. 
 
     Soren raised an eyebrow. ‘Yours?’ 
 
     Ranph smiled. ‘Yes. Rikard. Not even eleven months and he’s running about the place every chance he can get.’ Ranph’s voice dripped with pride. 
 
     ‘You named him after your father,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Yes. It seemed like a good idea. I had to agree to my father in law’s being stuck in there as well, but it was a small price to pay.’ 
 
     ‘Speaking of which…’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Sara’s out riding. She’ll be back soon. I can’t wait to introduce you to her. She’s Ventish, though as chance would have it I met her in Ostia—but that’s another story. Anyway, you were going to tell me what brought you to Venter.’ 
 
     Soren opened his mouth again, but stopped himself. When he’d considered asking Ranph for help in killing Amero, he imagined the whole thing as an extraordinarily dangerous adventure—a chance to put a wrong to right, but an adventure nonetheless. There was no way he could ask Ranph to join him now that he was responsible for a wife and child. The other reason for coming, to leave Alessandra in the safety of Ranph’s family’s care, was something he wanted to discuss with Ranph first, so Soren needed to wait until she was out of earshot. Explaining it to her would not be a pleasant task. 
 
     Soren had no immediate answer for Ranph. He knew Ranph, and he knew what his response would be when Soren told him that he was going back to Ostenheim for a final reckoning with Amero. He would realise that Soren had come there looking for help and had only changed his mind when he saw Ranph’s son. Soren couldn’t allow that to happen. Not now. 
 
     He needed to know that Alessandra was safe while he was in Ostia, and he would use this to make Ranph think that was all he had come there for. He had never been particularly good at dissembling, especially not to friends, but needs must. 
 
     ‘We had to move on again, and we hadn’t been to Venter yet. Then we heard you were here, so thought we’d call.’ 
 
     Ranph gave Soren a sideways look, and glanced over at Alessandra. He obviously realised there was more to it than that, but he also knew Soren well enough not to dig for further detail. 
 
     ‘Well, I’m glad you did. It’s been too long, and it’s such a relief to see you both safe.’ 
 
     The door opened again, and a strikingly beautiful young woman walked in. She was tall and slender, with dark curly hair and a faint dimple in her chin. She was wearing riding dress. Soren presumed that she was Ranph’s wife, Sara. 
 
     Ranph stood when she came into the room, and, almost forgetting his manners, Soren followed suit. 
 
     ‘Sara,’ Ranph said. ‘This is an old friend of mine from Ostenheim, Soren.’ 
 
     Soren could see that she instantly recognised his name. 
 
     ‘I’m pleased to finally meet you,’ she said. ‘And who’s your lovely companion?’ 
 
     ‘This is Alessandra,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Oh, you managed to find her. The way Ranph tells the story of breaking you out of a dungeon to chase after her is terribly romantic. I’m not sure if I actually believed it until now.’ 
 
     She made her way over to Alessandra, who had also stood up, and embraced her like they were old friends. 
 
     ‘How long will you be staying with us?’ Sara said. 
 
     ‘I hadn’t really thought about it, to be honest,’ Soren said. ‘Not long though.’ 
 
     ‘Sara, why don’t you take Alessandra and show her about the house. I suspect she’d like to meet Rikard also,’ Ranph said. 
 
     Alessandra nodded and smiled, and Sara took her by the hand and led her out of the room, the two chatting happily. 
 
     ‘She’s looking well,’ Ranph said, as soon as the door closed behind the women. 
 
     ‘Yes, she always does,’ Soren said. ‘We had a nasty run in with someone in Voorn though, and it’s taken its toll on her; she’s still a little downcast over it, but she seems to be getting better.’ 
 
     ‘Really? What happened?’ 
 
     ‘I took her to the theatre in Voorn. Thought it would be a nice surprise and that we wouldn’t have the opportunity for anything like that again for a while. We met the Ostian ambassador, dal Lupard. He knew Alessandra. From before…’ 
 
     ‘Ah. Dal Lupard’s a nasty piece of work; the Ventish hate him and are looking for any excuse to boot him out of the country. They suspect he’s spying on them, which he probably is. He was an Intelligencier back in Ostenheim before he won Amero’s favour during the pogroms after Amero took control. Got himself a landed title but he fell out of favour along the way, which is why he was sent here. I wouldn’t give him another thought though; the Ostian exiles hate him even more than the Ventish. If they don’t deport him, like as not he’ll be found with his throat cut in an alleyway. No more than he deserves.’ 
 
     Soren let out a chuckle, only partly forced. ‘I got that impression. I had words with him; Alessandra did too, and we got an ovation as we left the theatre because of it. Look, before they come back in, there’s something I need to talk to you about. I need a favour.’ 
 
     ‘Name it and it’s done,’ Ranph said. 
 
     Soren shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I need you to look after Alessandra for a while.’ 
 
     Ranph furrowed his brow. ‘Why?’ 
 
     ‘I have to go back to Ostenheim.’ 
 
     ‘Having done that myself, I’d strongly advise against it.’ He paused for a moment. ‘You’re going after Amero?’ 
 
     Soren nodded. 
 
     ‘Then you’re a bloody fool. You’ve got Alessandra back. Find somewhere quiet, settle down, raise a family. Forget about Amero. He’ll get what’s coming to him eventually. No point in getting yourself killed trying to make that happen a bit sooner.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t you think I haven’t tried all of that?’ Soren said. ‘He’s still sending people after me. The arrogant bastard obviously can’t stomach the fact that I got away from him. He tried to have me killed in Auracia, in Shandahar and in Estranza—twice in the same day. That’s where we were before now. Things were quiet there for a while, and I was beginning to hope that he’d given up. No such luck. If it was just me, it wouldn’t be an issue—I’ve no ties to anyone or any place. But it’s only a matter of time before Alessandra gets hurt and I can’t have that. I won’t drag her halfway around the world and back again running from him. She deserves better. One way or the other, it won’t end until one of us is dead. I’m going to do my best to make sure it’s him.’ 
 
     Ranph looked at him carefully. ‘I’ve seen that face before, so I know your mind’s made up, but this is just as bad an idea as it was the last time.’ 
 
     The last time was the night Soren decided to leave the Academy, and Ranph was right. It had been a bad decision, one Soren had regretted ever since. 
 
     ‘This might be a bad idea, but at least this time it’s for the right reasons.’ 
 
     Ranph said nothing for a moment. ‘I want him dead just as much as you. He stole nearly everything I owned, I’m pretty sure he was responsible for having my father killed, and likewise for me getting done over in that alley where you found me. To top it all, I have the constant worry that he’ll send someone here to try and kill me. From what I’m told, I’m the last Elector Count of Ostia still drawing breath. This might all look well and grand,’ he said, gesturing around him, ‘but when I arrived here I didn’t even have a pot to piss in. The house was a ruin and the fields were a wilderness. If you’re going, I’m coming with you. I want my son to be able to see the house and the land that his family have lived on and worked since before the Empire fell. In any event, I can’t let you run off to get yourself killed on your own.’ 
 
     Soren started to shake his head and opened his mouth to speak, but Ranph cut him off. 
 
     ‘Sara is here to keep an eye on Alessandra, not that she needs it. And there’s Farro, my brother-in-law and a banneret, not to mention a dozen other men keeping the place safe. Amero’s death is as valuable to me as it is to you. This place is like a fortress, I’ve made damn sure of that. Every time the nanny takes Rikard outside, I worry that assassins might arrive. I don’t let Sara out of shouting distance of the house without at least two bodyguards. I’ve trained the farm hands with weapons, so they can all fight well if they need to, and I’ve four Bannerets here all the time. You had a bow pointed at you from the moment you stepped onto my driveway until I gave the all clear. There are times I feel like I’m under siege here, and that won’t change until Amero’s dead.’ 
 
     ‘You need to be here to look after your family, Ranph, and I need to know that Alessandra is as safe as she can be while I’m away. You’re the only person I trust with that. I need you to do this for me, if your family isn’t reason enough to stay here.’ 
 
     ‘My family is the reason I want to do it. I have a responsibility to my son, and to make sure that he receives all of the estates that his ancestors worked to build up. I lost them, I should get them back for him.’ Ranph’s voice was raised, one of the few times that Soren had heard it so. 
 
     ‘I expect he’d rather have a father,’ Soren said. 
 
     Ranph opened his mouth but closed it again and slumped back in his seat. He had lost his own father, most likely to Amero’s plotting. He knew what it was like. Soren was aware he had touched a tender spot, but it needed to be said. He couldn’t have it on his conscience if something happened to Ranph. 
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     Even on short notice, the staff in Ranph’s house were able to put on an impressive five-course meal that felt more like a banquet than any dinner Soren had eaten in a very long time. The chat flowed easily and happily as the stories of what had occurred since they parted were told, embellished and laughed over. Ranph tactfully avoided discussing Soren’s reason for coming but Soren could sense that Sara was eager for an explanation, which Ranph would no doubt be interrogated for as soon as they all parted for the night. 
 
     With dinner over, a servant led Soren and Alessandra to their room. It put the room in the hotel in Voorn to shame, and reminded Soren of the apartments he had been given at Brixen Palace when he was in Ruripathia, years before. 
 
     They were preparing for bed when Alessandra steered the conversation to their reason for being there. 
 
     ‘You’re not going to ask for his help now, are you?’ she said. 
 
     Soren shook his head. ‘I can’t. Not now that I know he has a family and a boy to take care of.’ 
 
     ‘Can we do this without him?’ 
 
     ‘That’s what I need to talk to you about.’ 
 
     ‘You want me to stay here.’ 
 
     That made things a little easier. Soren nodded. ‘Yes. You’ll be safe here until I get back. I need to know that you’ll be safe. One way or the other.’ He held his breath as he waited for her reaction. 
 
     She shook her head. ‘I reckoned that’s what you had in mind, but that doesn’t mean I like it. Don’t do this, Soren. I told you before, we’re in this together. How can you expect me to just sit here and wait, not knowing what’s happened to you?’ 
 
     ‘If I’m going to be at my best, I need to know you’re safe. This is the only place for that. I know you can take care of yourself, but that won’t stop me from worrying. I can’t have any distraction. Not if I’m to get through this. Not if I want to come back to you.’ 
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     Soren left the next morning after breakfast. He said his goodbyes to Alessandra in their room. She was crying and did not want anyone to see her in that state. He felt awful, but he had to go. Success or failure, she would be safe with Ranph. There was money enough to keep her in comfort for the rest of her life. It was all he had to take solace in as he parted from her and closed the door behind him. 
 
     Ranph was waiting for him at the steps to the front door, and gave him the curt salute of a banneret before taking Soren by the hand. ‘You make sure to kill that bastard and come back here safely.’ 
 
     ‘I’ll do my best,’ Soren said. ‘Look after Alessandra. You know how much she means to me.’ 
 
     He nodded solemnly. ‘There’s something else. A favour that I need from you.’ 
 
     ‘Anything,’ Soren said, relieved to be able to help his friend in return for the favour Ranph was doing him. 
 
     ‘I need you to take this box to Ostenheim and deliver it for me,’ Ranph said. 
 
     ‘To whom?’ 
 
     Ranph smiled sheepishly. ‘The truth is, I’m not really sure. This needs to get to them though, and they might be able to help you. This should get you in the door with them. They’re an underground of sorts. Friends to Amero’s enemies.’ 
 
     ‘And you’re helping them?’ Soren said. It seemed like a promising opportunity. 
 
     ‘Yes. The exiles in Venter received word about a number of nobles still alive in Amero’s dungeons.’ 
 
     ‘Can I ask what’s in it?’ 
 
     ‘Money. Diamonds, to be precise,’ Ranph said. ‘Can you imagine how big a box I’d need for the same amount in coin?’ 
 
     Soren raised his eyebrows. ‘How do you fit in to the whole thing?’ 
 
     Ranph smiled again. ‘I’ve had a little bit of experience with busting people out of captivity. Not just you—but that’s another story for another day. Most of the exiles living here in Venter have family and friends that are still unaccounted for. I’m the wealthiest of the exiles, and most senior noble. This is a ransom to pay for the release of those captive nobles. It’s a small fortune and I’d have a hard time trusting anyone else with it, so I’m glad you’re able to do it.’ 
 
     Soren saw danger that he did not need, but he could hardly refuse and it could be of help in achieving his own goal. Ranph seemed to pick up on his concern. 
 
     ‘No one else will know what’s in here. All you have to do is deliver the box to the agent, and that’s the end of it. If they can be of any use to you, great. I don’t plan on telling any of the Ostian exiles I’ve sent the money though. They asked and I said I’d think about it and if they ask again I’ll give them the same answer.’ 
 
     ‘And you have to pick up the bill?’ 
 
     ‘We had it hard when we got here. It’s as much luck as anything that we’ve turned things around. Not everyone’s been so lucky, least of all those poor bastards still stuck in Amero’s dungeon. Could just as easily have been my family and I. Or you.’ 
 
     Soren nodded. ‘And Amero’s willing to sell them off?’ 
 
     ‘Apparently so. From what I hear he’s broke, or as good as. He needs cash so he’s ransoming the nobles he hasn’t had time to execute yet. Makes me sick to think that I’m sending money to that bastard, but it’s safer than trying to break them out.’ 
 
     ‘And where did all the diamonds come from?’ Soren said, gesturing to the not especially large wooden box. 
 
     Ranph smiled. ‘We’ve been pulling them out of the ground like pebbles in a gravel pit since not long after we got here.’ 
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     Dal Lupard cursed his luck when he discovered that Massari had travelled south, to Medenmeer. The only thing of note to draw him there was that the estate belonged to the most powerful of the Ostian exiles in Venter, Ranph dal Bragadin or Medenmeer, or whatever he was calling himself. That in itself was an irritation—dealing with the exiles was always a tricky business, all the more so now that there were so many of them living in Venter—but what made it worse was that he had met Ranph, who was unusually influential there, and to say that they didn’t get along was an understatement. 
 
     Nonetheless, he made his excuses in Voorn and headed south with four of his more competent agents. They rode hard, but they were too far behind to catch Massari and his whore before they arrived in Medenmeer. The haste of his departure meant that dal Lupard was able to discover nothing about the young man. Nothing at all, which in itself was odd, even given the limited time involved. It added weight to dal Lupard’s suspicion that not all was as it seemed, and confirmed his decision to travel south and monitor Massari’s movements and arrange to have him grabbed at the appropriate moment. Then he could find out all he needed, and if his suspicions were confirmed it might lead him back to his old life in Ostenheim. No more grey, pissy wet weather. Ever. 
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     Even in Ostia, dal Lupard had found rural villages tiresome. Ignorant, uncultured yokels hostile to strangers and obstructive to Intelligenciers going about the Duke’s business. Luckily for him, his talent was spotted early in his career and he was put to more important tasks that rarely took him out of the city. 
 
     He could barely even stand spending time on his own estate—his former estate—although now that it had been taken from him, he thought of it and its yokels with far more fondness than when it had still been his. He bore the village of Medenmeer no such affection. 
 
     The locals were unfriendly to the point of open hostility. He and his agents found accommodation in a small inn on the village’s main cobbled square, maintaining the disguise of land scouts seeking a suitable property for a wealthy merchant. He questioned the tavern keeper, his wife and anyone else who he could get to respond to him about any strangers who had passed through lately. 
 
     Dal Lupard didn’t think it to be too difficult a subterfuge to maintain. A year or so earlier, there had been a significant diamond find in the region, which had sent prospectors and speculators to the region in floods to see if there was any land to be had. The dal Bragadin bastard had managed to snap up everything worthwhile however, and was now said to be even wealthier than when his family were considered one of the richest in Ostia. 
 
     Dal Lupard had felt an enormous sense of satisfaction seeing the old guard of the Ostian aristocracy forced out of their lifestyles of bloated luxury. They had condescended to him whenever they could, treated him with the contempt they would a disfavoured servant or slave. Being instrumental in having so many of them thrown in dungeons was a joy. He delighted in imagining them having to live like ordinary people, all their wealth, titles and sense of superiority counting for nothing. Seeing them scrabbling about Voorn trying to survive on charity and menial employment was the only thing that made the city bearable. 
 
     Some had managed to get enough out of Ostia to maintain a comfortable existence—despite dal Lupard’s best efforts—but dal Bragadin seemed to have been touched by the hand of Divine Fortune herself. By all accounts his mine was still spitting out diamonds as fast as they could be gathered up. If dal Lupard could visit some misfortune on him before returning to Ostia, it would be a bonus that alone would make the journey worthwhile. 
 
     He sent his agents out each morning, ostensibly to scout for property but actually to spy on dal Bragadin’s manor house, where it appeared that Massari and his whore had gone. There were a great many blanks in dal Lupard’s knowledge and he keenly missed the resources that the Grey Tower provided, but they were removed from him not just by the Middle Sea. He had no idea why Massari had scurried south to dal Bragadin—to beg perhaps—but they were roughly the same age and both bannerets, so there was possibly some friendship extant from their time at the Academy. 
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     ‘A little farther south than usual, Pierfranco. Chasing the sun? You have a way to go yet if you are, I’m afraid.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard stiffened at the sound of the voice. He had only spoken to dal Bragadin on a couple of occasions, but neither had been pleasant. He knew he was treading on dangerous ground—it was unlikely that his cover story would stand up to dal Bragadin’s scrutiny. It was worth a try though. He turned from a plate of food that he was trying to find fault with, to be greeted by Ranph dal Bragadin standing by the tavern’s bar with two of his retainers, bannerets also by the look of their sword belts. 
 
     ‘Wanted to invest in some land down here. See if I can’t find myself a nice little diamond mine.’ 
 
     ‘Well, if anyone can make diamonds undesirable, I expect it’s you, Pierfranco.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard disliked the use of his given name. It was an intentional mark of disrespect that he had to force himself not to rise to. He took a discreet, but deep breath to quell his temper. How very much he would have liked to get this one on a torturer’s table in the Grey Tower. He could always dream. It was, however, time to drop his deception and see how dal Bragadin responded to a direct challenge. 
 
     ‘Actually, that’s not entirely true,’ he said. 
 
     ‘From an Intelligencier, I’d expect nothing else,’ Ranph said. 
 
     ‘Former Intelligencier,’ dal Lupard said. ‘Ambassador now. And do bear in mind that I am an Academy graduate. But my true reason for being here has more to do with my former role, and of course my loyalty to Ostia.’ 
 
     Ranph snorted with derision. ‘I’m intrigued. What could possibly bring you down here in that regard? Do you plan to offer me the Ostian throne? Seeing as I’ve a better claim to it than the incumbent? Legal too, although I gather that’s not of so much importance these days.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard smiled insincerely. ‘No, that’s not why I’m here. I’ve reason to believe a fugitive from Ostian justice passed this way in the last couple of days.’ 
 
     Ranph snorted again. ‘Ostian justice? That’s as dead as the Empire.’ 
 
     The snort lacked its previous spontaneity. Dal Bragadin knew Massari had been there. He had seen him. Dal Lupard smiled. He ignored dal Bragadin’s comment and continued. 
 
     ‘Yes, a Banneret Massari, family name unknown.’ 
 
     Dal Bragadin frowned, before masking his expression. The slip had only been momentary, but it revealed that dal Bragadin was not familiar with the name. Yet dal Lupard knew for a fact that the man calling himself Massari had visited dal Bragadin. Dal Lupard smiled at the discovery that ‘Massari’ was a false identity. Now all that remained was to discover who he actually was. He decided to press farther. ‘He was in the company of a woman, going by the name “Vittoria”, also known as Bevrielle, formerly a whore in Ostenheim. I believe her real name is Alessandra. Perhaps you’re familiar with her. I hear she was very popular among the aristocracy.’ 
 
     Dal Bragadin’s face darkened, and for a moment dal Lupard feared he had overstepped the mark. He didn’t have the resources of the Grey Tower to back up his insinuations—something he often forgot, a dangerous mistake—and his agents were still out spying on dal Bragadin’s manor, so that safety net was absent also. He would know the reason why none of them had warned him of dal Bragadin’s approach before the day was out. 
 
     ‘Haven’t a clue who you’re talking about,’ dal Bragadin said. 
 
     ‘Perhaps you’d let me have a look about your manor, just to be sure.’ 
 
     ‘You mean your men haven’t been able to tell you anything useful?’ 
 
     Dal Lupard smiled, but remained silent, as he was always sure to do when there was nothing to say. 
 
     ‘I’ll return them to you later,’ dal Bragadin said. ‘Or perhaps not. I haven’t decided yet.’ 
 
     ‘I presume an invitation isn’t forthcoming then?’ 
 
     ‘Ordinarily it wouldn’t be my practice to refuse an Intelligencier’s request, but then again, you’re not really an Intelligencier anymore, as you said yourself. And even if you were it wouldn’t matter a damn, so my answer is go fuck yourself.’ 
 
     ‘Now, there’s no need for that,’ dal Lupard said. 
 
     ‘I’m afraid there is,’ dal Bragadin said. ‘I won’t have one of the Tyrant’s bottom feeding lackeys fouling up this lovely little village. I’ll be back in an hour. If you’re still here, I’ll call you out and kill you. You’re a banneret, as you’ve reminded me—or what’s left of one—so I’ll offer you that courtesy. Don’t bother waiting for your thugs. They might not be following. Your breakfast’s getting cold. You have time to finish it.’ 
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     Soren was excited when his ship dropped anchor in the Ostsea, the roadstead by Ostenheim where all large ships had to wait until they could go into the harbour. When he’d fled, he never expected to see Ostenheim again, and from the moment that the old castle on the hill became visible, shortly followed by the great lighthouse out on the Breakers’ Isles, Soren had been glued to the bulwark, watching. 
 
     Returning was perhaps the most dangerous and stupid thing he had ever done, and he had done a great many dangerous and stupid things in his life. For all he knew the City Watch—or even worse, the Intelligenciers—could be waiting for him at the docks when he stepped ashore. It was unlikely, but a possibility nonetheless; it was dangerous to discount anything. However, it did nothing to dampen his enthusiasm at the prospect of being home. 
 
     The passengers didn’t have to wait for the ship to be given a berth inside the harbour, and could be rowed to the jetty in one of the ship’s boats if they chose. It was a decision that carried a degree of risk, as falling into the Ostsea while crossing from ship to boat could result in drowning, or attack by a shark. Nonetheless, Soren didn’t want to have to wait for the ship to be given a berth in the harbour, and felt that his adventures in the Spice Isles had adequately prepared him to face such dangers. 
 
     He waited as the boat was lowered into the water, looking into the harbour between the two huge, mismatched towers that guarded the entrance. There were so many familiar, comforting sights that it almost made him forget the reason for being there and the danger that brought with it. Although Amero could have sent men to kill Soren no matter where in the world he went, he had never been under so great a threat as he would be from the moment he stepped ashore. 
 
     Only one other passenger elected to be rowed ashore, as the sea was choppy and the climb down the side of the oceanman Soren had taken passage on was precarious. He had lost some of his fleet-footedness since his time on the Typhon, but he managed to make it down the ladder and into the boat without embarrassing himself. 
 
     As the boat’s crew pulled them ever closer to shore, Soren felt increasingly nervous. He had no idea what awaited him. There were so many things to worry about, he wouldn’t have time for anything else if he allowed himself to dwell on them. 
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     Despite his paranoid concerns, the City Watch were not waiting for him. He paused on the dock and looked around, an uneasy feeling in his stomach. There was no way for anyone there to know he was coming. Only a fool or a madman would return, given Soren’s circumstances. 
 
     He had wrapped his sword in a blanket and concealed it as best he could in his travelling pack, and tucked Ranph’s box away in the bottom. He had peeked into the box once during the voyage, astonished at so much wealth in such a small object. He hadn’t seen anything like it before. All those little rough, clear stones waiting to be polished into expensive gems. It looked more like a box of crushed glass than the fortune it represented. 
 
     He didn’t want to wear his sword, at least until he had gotten a feel for the city. It would have told everyone that he was a banneret, and a banneret attracted more attention than an ordinary citizen. Soren wanted as little of that as possible. 
 
     Walking into the city felt like putting on an old and well broken-in pair of boots. There was something familiar about every street, sound and smell. After so long living among strange accents and foreign languages, the Ostian slang and lilt sounded musical to his ears. 
 
     Not much had changed at first glance, but Soren knew too much had happened for there not to be differences under the surface. The old aristocratic class had been all but wiped out; as Ranph had said, he was the last living elector count. The Duke of Ostenheim had always been selected from their ranks and voted on by them, but no one was under any illusion that Amero intended anything less than a hereditary monarchy. The buildings might look the same, and the accents may sound the same, but Soren was not foolish enough to think that Ostenheim hadn’t changed. He had to remember that it was now a hostile place, and this was not a welcomed homecoming. 
 
     He walked around, trying to soak up the atmosphere and think of somewhere to stay. As he walked, an odd feeling came over him. The streets were busy, and he passed many people. None paid him the slightest notice. Why would they? They were all strangers. Everyone in the city was a stranger to him. Other than a couple of masters at the Academy, there was not a single person in Ostenheim who would have a friendly word for him. He had no friends there, no family. The more he thought of it, the more he longed to be back in Venter—a country where he had only spent a few days. 
 
     It was because Alessandra was there. There was Ranph and his family too. There was a comfort in having someone with shared history nearby. After so long moving about, searching for Alessandra and then trying to stay ahead of Amero’s cutthroats, he had forgotten what it was like. He hadn’t realised how much he missed it. 
 
     With Amero dead, Soren would be able to put down deeper roots. Invest more of his money in one place and not have to worry about keeping enough back to start again somewhere else. A small manor house, a large enough manor farm to provide a good, stable income. A family too. Alessandra loved children. Berengarius had told him he wouldn’t be able to have children, but Soren hoped he was wrong. He was due some luck, and the old man had been uncertain about many things. 
 
     It was dangerous to dwell on dreams, though. It had led him to trouble before, tying himself up in knots about what could be while he lost sight of what was. He always had to be prepared for the worst. With that in mind, he had gone to the Austorgas’ branch in Voorn before leaving, and transferred the bulk of his wealth to Alessandra. He kept only what he would need to live on while in Ostenheim. He needed to know she would never go without if he didn’t make it back. 
 
     Familiar buildings, smells and sounds, and a city full of people who would step over his body without pause for thought if he fell dead in the street. Ostenheim wasn’t home, it was just somewhere he had spent twenty-odd years of his life. Home was Alessandra. 
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     He knew a number of decent inns around the city, and cost was of no concern. He didn’t need anything extravagant, just somewhere secure, with a clean bed and a good kitchen. 
 
     It was difficult to relax with a fortune in diamonds concealed in the bottom of his travel bag, but he was famished when he finally made his choice and took a room in an inn in Guilds, so Soren afforded himself the luxury of a hot meal before he did anything else. The inn he chose was unremarkable, but catered to a transient clientele of merchants and sell-swords. He kept his bag at his feet, but nervously watched everyone who came into the inn and ate so quickly he gave himself indigestion in the process. Soren knew he would be on edge until he had safely delivered Ranph’s package, and made that his first task. 
 
     The address Ranph gave him was for an apartment in the artisans’ district on the other side of the Eastway River. He didn’t want to have to carry his travel bag stuffed full of clothes to conceal the diamonds, and likewise he didn’t want to walk through the city carrying the box that contained them out in the open. It was too attractive a target for thieves, and while he knew he could fight them off it would attract too much attention. 
 
     He decanted the diamonds into two socks, which he then attached to the sleeve fastenings on his doublet. The socks hung down on the inside of his doublet, and the bulges they caused were hidden under his cloak. They made a faint rattling noise when he moved, but nothing that would draw notice. 
 
     Satisfied that he could pass by with a king’s ransom unnoticed, Soren set off for the address Ranph had given him. His initial instinct was to walk slowly and take in all of the sights and sounds of the city. He had missed the place, the familiarity and the comfort that it provided. He knew he needed to be careful not to let that lull him into a false sense of security. When he was in a strange and foreign place, it was his natural reaction to be on his guard; to be suspicious of everything. As a defensive response, it came to him without having to think about it. Here though, that response was gone; he needed to force himself over and over to set aside the emotional reaction to being somewhere so familiar and treat it like the dangerous place that it was. 
 
     He enjoyed a healthy dose of paranoia at the best of times, as his recent behaviour testified, a remnant of his youth when the wrong move could mean having what little you possessed stolen, or being beaten to death by street gangs looking for sport. His experience of higher society after joining the Academy had done little to dull this instinct. He had found that the only difference between the streets and high society was that more expensive weapons were used. 
 
     The address Ranph gave him was for an apartment building off a main street not far from the Amphitheatre, the city’s main competitive duelling site. He had spent many hours there over the years, watching the bannerets and dreaming of taking his place on its sandy floor. He walked past the building at the address twice, looping around the block to get a good sense of the building and its surroundings. Other than the Amphitheatre, Artisans was not a part of the city that he was particularly familiar with. If he needed to get away quickly, possibly pursued, he wanted to know where to go. 
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     Giura was not accustomed to being blindsided. It had happened before, but it was not a regular occurrence and one that he put a great deal of effort into avoiding. He sat in his office in the Grey Tower, the single mage lamp covered with a piece of cloth to dim its light. He wanted as little as possible intruding on his thoughts as he tried to order all the little pieces of information. 
 
     That there could be a mage in the city capable of curing stomach cramps, creating sparkling lights in the air or making small wooden animals move about a table on their own to amuse children would not have surprised or bothered him. He was confident that there were at least a half dozen men and women who were able to do so. Such skill was not particularly rare, and experience taught Giura that it wasn’t worth bothering with. If anything, it allowed the populace to see what magic could do and reminded them of the destruction and misery it had once wrought. 
 
     The skill to fix a broken arm came as something of a surprise. There were very few who Giura knew about that were capable of doing this. The skill and power to kill two grown men was shocking and terrifying; not just that level of ability, but also the fact that it had been acquired without Giura, or any other Intelligencier, noticing. What worried him even more was that he had nothing to go on other than two notebooks filled with gibberish. 
 
     The problem had formed into a great, amorphous spectre in his mind. He was so muddled up with it that he couldn’t see a way to pull it all apart and analyse it in a useful way. As pressing as the whole matter was, he knew the only way he would be able to deal with it was to approach it fresh again, and to do that he needed something that would let him take his mind off it for a few hours. He needed to get out and clear his head. 
 
     When not mage hunting, Giura found himself spending more and more time observing the various groups that were opposed to the Duke’s rule, so that was what he chose to do. 
 
     It was a complicated tale that brought him to this curious habit. State security was not one of his responsibilities, and it was not out of any sense of professional obligation that he did so. 
 
     In the aftermath of Amero’s accession to power, disorder had reigned. Some members of the Intelligenciers chose to flee the city, while others, thinking they were safe, remained and ended up on the headsman’s block. The result of all that for Giura was that a great deal of information that would usually not pass his way, did so. 
 
     One item was of particular interest to him, the investigation into the death of an elector count a couple of years before. Giura had looked into it at the time because he knew the murdered man. Feuds amongst the aristocracy were common and from time to time they ended with the death of one or the other—sometimes both. There was an investigation, but nothing came of it. Getting involved in aristocrats’ power squabbles was usually not worth the effort. The Intelligenciers were responsible for monitoring intrigues from outside the state, the practice of magic and plots directed against the incumbent duke. The vendettas of ambitious and grasping noblemen were of little concern to them. 
 
     There was nothing to suggest who was responsible for what was certainly a murder, rather than the unfortunate death in a house fire it looked like to the casual observer. Tragic though it was, life could be cruel and then it went on as normal. No one was ever pursued for the murder of Elector Count Rikard dal Bragadin. 
 
     There were a number of Intelligenciers that Giura now knew to have been on the Duke’s payroll long before he took the throne. He read the confession of a thug for hire, arrested for an unrelated incident. He had admitted to being one of a gang of assassins who broke into the Count’s town house to kill him before setting it on fire. Men will admit to many things under physical coercion, but to implicate the Duke was to invite further torture and thus less likely to be an untruth. The report was buried in with many others by one of Amero’s tame Intelligenciers, and it was pure chance that Giura happened upon it. 
 
     It was enough for him to dig deeper, revealing further incriminating evidence. There was no doubt in his mind that Amero had Rikard dal Bragadin murdered; one of the first steps on his path to the ducal throne. Giura owed dal Bragadin much. Everything. From the moment he accepted that there was no alternative explanation, Giura developed an overwhelming desire to see Amero dead. Violently and painfully, if possible. 
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     Giura wasn’t an arrogant man, certainly not enough so to think he could kill the Duke of Ostia alone. Not if he hoped to survive the event. He had many useful skills and was in a position that could be useful to a plot, but he had no desire to throw his own life away foolishly as part of any conspiracy. He watched and waited for an opportunity that bore promise. 
 
     There were several such potential opportunities in the city, groups of disaffected citizens, dispossessed nobles, and disgruntled soldiers. Giura was watching as many as he could keep track of, and he did his best to keep the ones that looked competent from the attention of his colleagues, who made sport of such conspirators. He chose to take a look at the leader of the most promising group and see what he was up to, hoping it would clear his mind enough to apply it effectively to his other problem. 
 
     The leader’s apartment was in Artisans, the ground floor of one of the tall, terraced buildings that lined the streets. Giura ducked into a back alley and climbed a drainpipe to the roof of the building opposite the apartment. He intended to sit there for an hour or two, watching the comings and goings. 
 
     As he settled into his spot, he was amused by the thought that the greatest asset any of these clandestine groups had was Amero himself. The Duke only saw threat in the bigger fish. The arrogant bastard didn’t consider anyone other than an aristocrat, and a high born one at that, to be of any danger to him and most of them were already dead or imprisoned. The merchants, criminals, and various other common classes of citizen were so far beneath him that they couldn’t possibly be a danger. That he had injured and alienated as many of them as he had of the aristocracy—far more in fact, as there were far more of them to injure—seemed to escape him completely. 
 
     The orders that came down from on high were to hunt down and imprison any member of the aristocracy that was not an open and vocal supporter of Amero’s regime, or anyone with even a tenuous right to be nominated for election to the ducal throne. There were slim pickings these days though; almost everyone that had not been captured or killed had long since fled the city. A few of the more misguided and romantic may have remained behind, professing loyalty to Amero in public while plotting and arranging clandestine meetings under the cover of darkness. Every few months one such fool was discovered and publicly executed. 
 
     The group that most interested Giura was headed by a man Amero thought he had disgraced so badly and struck so low, he could never rise up again. General Kastor had won his rank in the south, his fame in the east, and his title deep in Amero’s mire of deceit. He had lost it all at the battle of Hohnbach, although Giura knew that it was not his fault. Despite his faults of fidelity, Kastor was a skilled military commander. What particularly interested Giura about Kastor and his cabal was that his men were soldiers, battle hardened all. They were not an intellectual group of idealists or a romantic bunch of aristocratic fools. They knew what it was to kill and had faced true danger. They were men who could make their will into reality, and didn’t shy away from the sight of blood. Those were qualities Giura thought particularly useful. He remained in the shadows—something he was very adept at—assisting them where he could. When the time was right and they were ready, he might reveal himself to them, and directly help. He might not even do that. He didn’t care who killed Amero, so long as he died. If Giura could best serve that result by remaining unknown, that was what he would do. 
 
     There was little activity at Kastor’s apartment that night, and Giura was finding it difficult not to think of sorcerers, magic, notebooks and dead ends. It had been quiet the last few times Giura had visited, and he was beginning to worry that they were losing their impetus. There was only so long an army could prepare and bide its time before it fell apart. If Kastor waited too long, Giura was concerned his soldiers would start to lose their faith in him or their interest in his cause. 
 
     Kastor’s public disgrace was so complete it said something about his character and ability that anyone would still support him. It had to be hard for men who were not present in the command tent at Hohnbach to believe that it was actually Amero who was responsible for the disaster, and not Kastor. Amero was a skilled swordsman—perhaps the finest who had ever lived, as he had proved on countless occasions in the arena—but his skills did not extend to the command of large numbers of men on the battlefield. With the war almost won, he had gone north to take credit for driving home the final victory. Cocky and overconfident, he had assumed command, ignored Kastor’s advice and delivered Ostenheim its worst defeat of the Ruripathian war, worse even than Sharnhome. Giura had seen signed orders and dispatches—long since destroyed by the Intelligenciers by order of secret ducal decree—that proved the fault lay with the Duke. 
 
     He might have been lacking command skill, but not duplicity. The blame landed at Kastor’s feet and he became a figure of hate for all the orphans, sonless mothers and widowed wives in the city. Amero proved he was as proficient with propaganda as he was with a sword. Kastor was stripped of his titles, disgraced and thrown in the gutter. There were those, however, who remembered Kastor in better days. The old soldiers whose loyalty died hard and whose use to Amero had ceased with the end of the war. Unemployed, unwanted and with nothing else to do, they rallied to their old general’s banner once more. 
 
     Giura had been watching them for some time. Their hatred of the Duke was intense and genuine. Giura knew all of them; their faces, their names, their training and their military experience. He knew where they lived, who their parents were and if they had children. When an unfamiliar man Giura had seen walk down the street twice already reappeared and stopped at Kastor’s door, his attention was firmly grabbed. 
 
     He only caught a fleeting glimpse of the face. It was young, but with old eyes. No more than twenty-five, this man had seen more than his years warranted. He was let in with only short delay. It was interesting, and a shame Giura couldn’t hear what was being said inside. However, it gave him something to do other than worry about the possibility that there was a mage in the city, potentially the most powerful she had known in the better part of a thousand years. 
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     Soren walked up to the door quickly and assertively, a fashion he hoped would draw the least attention and, ignoring the bell chain, rapped on it with his knuckle, the required signal to indicate he was a friend to the occupant. There was some scratching around behind the door before a small hatch opened. Soren could see nothing but a pair of eyes peeking out at him. 
 
     ‘Who are you?’ 
 
     ‘The Baron of Westway sent me.’ 
 
     The hatch shut and the door opened. There was no Baron of Westway, the westerly of the two rivers that ran through the city; it was another of the codes Ranph had told him to use to identify himself. 
 
     A servant led him into the house and through to another room. The apartment was squalid, and had the scent of stale alcohol. Not a promising sign. Soren’s hand was tight on the hilt of his dagger. 
 
     ‘My master will be with you in a moment,’ the servant said. 
 
     So far, so good. No mob of city watchmen waiting to drag him to a dungeon. No Intelligenciers sharpening their torture implements. No sign of Amero waiting to deliver a self-serving monologue conceitedly extolling his victories with Emeric watching over him in his usual threatening manner. Any of those scenarios would mean a painful death for Soren, so the meeting was already exceeding his worst-case expectation. 
 
     ‘You’ve come from Venter?’ 
 
     Soren recognised the voice immediately and it sent a chill down his spine. His dagger was unsheathed and he was crouched low before he realised what he was doing. 
 
     The man standing at the doorway went pale when he saw Soren. ‘It’s not what you think,’ he said, holding his hands out defensively. 
 
     ‘What is it then, you prick?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘I’m not with Amero anymore. I’m just like you. Dead if he finds out what I’m up to.’ 
 
     The last Soren heard of General Kastor was that he had been promoted and ennobled. He was involved in Amero’s plot up to his elbows, and had faithfully done his master’s bidding, committing treason and attempting to send Soren to his death in the process. He had shaved his beard and head and lost some weight, but it was definitely him. 
 
     ‘Start explaining,’ Soren said. ‘You don’t have long before I give in to the temptation to cut your throat.’ 
 
     ‘The bastard threw me to the wolves,’ Kastor said. 
 
     ‘I’m a very long way from being convinced.’ 
 
     ‘He put the blame for the defeat at Hohnbach on me. All of it, even though he was there, giving his nod on every order. Giving most of the orders. Fifteen thousand men killed and the only battle lost in the war after Amero became duke. I was pelted with eggs and rotten fruit when I came back to the city. The bastard knew he didn’t even need to throw me in the dungeons. I could tell anyone I liked about all his plots and assassinations and treasons, and no one would listen. Not to mention the fact that I’m in that mess up to my armpits. I’m a fucking hero of Ostenheim! The old Duke awarded me the Duke’s Cross with his own hand. And this is how they thank me? Fucking rotten fruit and fucking eggs. I want to see that bastard burn.’ 
 
     ‘Not the best feeling when people use you and cast you aside, is it?’ Soren said. 
 
     Kastor’s face darkened and Soren thought he might have to use his dagger. That didn’t bother Soren in the least. When Soren matched his gaze, Kastor took a deep breath and relaxed. 
 
     ‘You brought the money?’ 
 
     ‘The money’s in the city,’ Soren said. He didn’t trust Kastor enough to hand it over, not yet. Probably never. Even when he was on top, all Kastor was interested in was his own advancement. Soren thought it unlikely things would be any different now. 
 
     Ranph didn’t know who the agent in Ostenheim was, and even if he had he would certainly not have known the extent to which Kastor was involved in Amero’s plot. The earlier defeat at the Battle of Sharnhome was the key event that completed Amero’s plot, and that had come about because Kastor, when he was still a general, had marched half the army around in circles while the other half—loyal to the rightful duke—were cut to pieces. Ranph had entrusted this money to Soren, and he would not hand it over unless he was certain that it would be used in good faith. 
 
     ‘Why didn’t you bring it? Where is it? How soon can you have it here?’ Kastor’s voice verged on manic. He was like a child demanding the early giving of a gift. 
 
     Soren held up his hand. ‘I’m to make the final decision on whether or not to give it to you. I need to know your plan to free the prisoners before I can.’ 
 
     Kastor smiled, and there was a crazed quality to it that Soren found unsettling. 
 
     ‘Arrangements have been made. I need that money,’ Kastor said. 
 
     ‘I don’t think you’re any more popular with the Ostian exiles than you were with the citizens when you got back after Hohnbach. If they knew who you were, I doubt they’d be happy to hand over any money. I can’t give it to you until I’m certain it will be used properly.’ 
 
     Hate would have been too strong a word for Soren’s feelings for Kastor over the treatment he had received at the general’s hands—dislike was closer to the mark—but Soren knew that treatment had come as a result of Amero’s orders. That was where all the hate Soren could muster was directed. Where Kastor had once seemed all-powerful, the roles were now reversed. Soren knew that he had to put personal feelings aside; the lives of a number of imprisoned people hung in the balance, but there was something about the whole scenario that did not quite sit well with him. 
 
     ‘I’ll need more details first, as I said.’ 
 
     ‘Like what?’ At times Kastor’s voice reverted back to the command-giving tone that Soren remembered, the one that showed his expectation that every word he uttered would be acted upon instantly and without question. 
 
     ‘Like how many people the money will free? Who the money will be paid to? What aid those released will receive?’ 
 
     Kastor’s brow furrowed. ‘I already made all of this clear in the communications I sent.’ 
 
     ‘Perhaps. But I’d like you to tell me again.’ 
 
     Kastor smiled, revealing teeth ravaged by several years of bad living. ‘You hate Amero as much as I do, don’t you?’ 
 
     ‘More, I would have said. What’s your point?’ 
 
     ‘The money. What if I told you it could be used for more than just freeing some over-privileged aristocrats who’ve had a bad turn of luck? What if I told you it could be used to kill Amero?’ 
 
     Soren suppressed a smile of satisfaction. He knew there was more to it, and now the truth was getting closer to the surface. He also had to grudgingly admit that Kastor knew how to get his interest. ‘Go on…’ 
 
     ‘You want to kill Amero, don’t you?’ 
 
     ‘If you’re trying to get me to admit to treason, you’re wasting your time. There’s nothing I can say that would make my reception at the castle dungeons any warmer.’ 
 
     ‘It doesn’t matter. I can see it in your eyes. We may not always have been working with the same interests in mind, but I am certain we both want Amero dead.’ 
 
     Soren said nothing, so Kastor continued. 
 
     ‘There are men from my old regiments who know what really happened at Hohnbach. Many of them are fighting in the mercenary companies in the South, in Auracia. Some have stayed here in the army, but they’re still loyal to me. Amero’s army is weak—all but non-existent. He’s broke and can’t afford to keep it up to strength. With my officers in the ranks of what’s left, it’s weaker still. They’d be hard pressed to take on the City Watch. With your money, I can pay off my own men and hire enough mercenaries to take the city and drag Amero, kicking and screaming, out of the palace and straight to the headsman’s block.’ 
 
     ‘What about the people in the dungeons? The people who the money is supposed to be for?’ 
 
     ‘What people?’ Kastor said, smiling. 
 
     ‘You made that up?’ 
 
     ‘They’d never have sent the money if they knew the real reason. They’d have wanted to take control. Too much plodding and planning. Idiot aristocrats. Word would get out and the whole thing would fall apart. This is the only way. They’ll be grateful with the result when they can return to their lands and their titles. You want this as much as I do. I know that. I know how he treated you. What he’d do to you if he got his hands on you. That’s why I’m telling you all this. Now that you’re in the city, your help will be invaluable. I remember what you’re capable of.’ 
 
     ‘Civil war with mercenaries? It’ll be even less civil than they usually are. The men you bring to the city won’t have any connection to the place, and won’t give a damn what happens. They’ll burn it to the ground without a second thought.’ 
 
     ‘If that’s what it takes. With Amero gone, we can rebuild.’ 
 
     ‘Your sense of patriotism is touching, if uncharacteristic. What’s in it for you?’ Soren had seen two cities that had experienced civil war. One was reduced to rubble, while the other was deserted and a haunting reminder of happier times. He had no wish to see either scenario play out in Ostenheim. There was no way he could hand over Ranph’s diamonds for a purpose other than intended, but this was another step beyond simple misuse and deception. Even if Kastor’s plan succeeded, the returning nobility might well find nothing more than smouldering ruins. They might also find a new king in Amero’s place. 
 
     Kastor ignored Soren’s question. ‘The money. Where is it?’ he said, with the greedy need of a dream seed addict looking for more. 
 
     Soren looked him directly in the eye, his decision made. ‘Somewhere far from you, where you’ll never get it.’ He had his dagger at the ready. 
 
     Kastor’s eyes flashed with anger, but he restrained himself. Soren had killed people on Kastor’s command, so the old general knew only too well how good he was at it. 
 
     ‘I need that money. Preparations have already begun,’ Kastor said, in a measured tone that strained to contain his anger. 
 
     ‘You’d best get to cancelling them then, hadn’t you?’ Soren said, part of him hoping that Kastor’s self control would crack and that he would lunge forward, giving Soren the excuse to kill him. Kastor had it coming, but Soren couldn’t bring himself to do it just to settle old scores. 
 
     Kastor did not move from where he stood, even though he bristled with impotent rage. ‘The men I am dealing with are not to be trifled with. If you don’t give me the money, I’ll have to tell them so. You don’t want to make enemies of these men, Soren. Not even with your skills.’ 
 
     ‘I couldn’t give a damn, to be honest,’ Soren said. ‘Tell them whatever you like. Tell them who I am, where I am and tell them that I’ll be ready for them if they fancy trying their luck. I’m not giving you the money.’ 
 
     ‘So we’re finished then.’ 
 
     Soren nodded, although he knew it was not a question. 
 
     Kastor’s sword and dagger were in their scabbard, hanging from a peg by the door. His eyes moved to them and lingered there for a moment before returning to Soren. Soren kept his hand on the hilt of his dagger. If Kastor went for the sword, a fast dagger strike would be the best option. If Kastor still managed to reach his sword, Soren would have enough time to draw his own. 
 
     He had no idea how good Kastor was with a sword. He was old and it was a long time since he would have done any fighting. His body was tense, his weight on the balls of his feet, the demeanour of a man about to get himself into a fight. He relaxed, and Soren smiled. 
 
     ‘You know where the door is,’ Kastor said. 
 
     His voice was less strained than it had been, which bothered Soren more than when it was bubbling with rage. Soren left, and he had only gone a few paces down the street before he began to regret not having just gotten his hands dirty and killed Kastor there and then. Kastor had always been a solid tactician. He could identify a battle he could not win, and knew when to withdraw and marshal his forces. Soren felt certain that was what was happening. He had not heard the last of the matter, and when it came up again Kastor would be in a far stronger position. 
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     Kastor was the last person Soren had expected to see leading the resistance against Amero. Once the shock subsided, he was left with a quandary. While he had not formed any concrete plans on his journey from Venter, he had been relying on the idea that the underground would be of some help. He hadn’t deluded himself into thinking they would be everything that he would need to get to Amero and successfully assassinate him, but he thought they would be a starting point with contacts and resources that would be of use. 
 
     Now he was back to square one, with nothing but a goal and no idea of how to achieve it. It was enough to unsettle him and allow other thoughts to pull him down farther. Since they had been reunited in the corridors under the Khagan’s palace in Shandahar, Soren and Alessandra had spent hardly any time apart. Soren had never missed anyone before. Not like this. He had felt absence when parted from familiar things, but now he had an ache inside him that would not go away. 
 
     It was a distraction that he could have done without, but he knew his decision to leave Alessandra with Ranph in Venter was correct. As much as he missed her, he would be able to think more clearly knowing she was safe. 
 
     Without any obvious route to Amero and without the chance of any help, a plan would be harder to come by and take longer to put together, but he had to be patient and careful. Otherwise Amero would stay safe on his throne and Soren would end up on the headsman’s block. 
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     With the embryonic plan that had been floating around his mind dashed, he needed to go right back to the very start. Gather information, then put it together into something he could move forward with. The streets of Ostenheim were the place to start that process. 
 
     There was an energy in Ostenheim that could be felt at almost any hour of the day. It was one of the things Soren always loved about the place, even when he was living on the streets; the sense of excitement and opportunity, like anything was possible. He had not expected opportunity to come his way back then, but it had. It proved to be a poisoned chalice, but Soren had to admit that he was better off than he would have been had he not met Amero. Probably dead in a gutter somewhere, many years previous. 
 
     The news was read out every hour between dawn and dusk at Crossways, the large market square that dominated the centre of the city, so it was there that he intended to go the next morning. There was one pressing matter that topped his list for the following day, however. 
 
     He had grown accustomed to the presence of the two diamond-filled socks hanging beneath his armpits, but it was not a long-term solution to keeping them safe—and having them on his person was a continuous source of worry. He kept checking they were still in place and firmly secured to the cords that attached his sleeves to the body of his doublet—something that now bordered on obsession. He knew the action drew attention to there being something there, the complete opposite to his intention. In a city filled with pickpockets, thugs and criminal gangs, it was only a matter of time before Soren’s attention to his armpits was noticed and provoked curiosity. There was also Kastor to consider. Judging by the smell of the apartment and the old General’s appearance, Soren had taken Kastor’s threats to be no more than bluster, but he knew it would be imprudent to discount them completely. Just another danger in a city full of them. 
 
     There was only one place that a fortune of that size and nature could be safely left, and conveniently it overlooked Crossways. Austorgas’ Banking House was ancient and steeped in legends of wealth, power and the ruthless pursuit of commerce. Soren had dealt with a minor Austorga once before in the Spice Isles, a junior member of the Humberlander branch of the family. Even in that far away outpost, the banker was a model of impartiality. No questions were asked and no explanations expected. 
 
     That was exactly how they behaved in the Ostenheim branch the next morning. Some formalities needed to be complied with to ensure he could be identified correctly when the time came to collect the diamonds, but other than that the bankers showed no interest in what Soren intended to place in the safety deposit box he was renting. 
 
     There was both a physical and psychological weight lifted from Soren when he walked out of the bank after leaving the laden socks safely secured within. The key to his deposit box hung from a thin silver chain around his neck, but he had left instructions for the value of the contents to be transferred to the Voorn branch in favour of Ranph if Soren didn’t collect them after one month had expired. After that, either Soren would be dead or Ranph would be able to collect them at the Ostenheim branch in person. With one worry set aside, Soren was able to apply his mind to the others. 
 
    [image: ]
 
     The edges of Crossways Square were lined with stalls, large and small, colourful and unremarkable, where almost anything could be bought. It was easy to lose oneself and one’s thoughts there for an hour or two. Soren had always walked through the square when he could, fascinated by the array of things that could be had there. Usually he just went to look, which in itself was dangerous when he so clearly looked like a beggar. Occasionally he went to steal, but only when his need was great. The City Watch was particularly vigilant on the square, and would think nothing of beating someone to death in a back alley if they caught them stealing. 
 
     Even now, many years later and dressed in clothes that allowed him blend seamlessly with the crowd, he still had a difficult time walking past watchmen without a shiver of frightened expectation running up his spine. Although they paid him no attention now, Soren wondered if the sensation would ever go away. 
 
     He stopped next to one of the city criers, of whom there were several located around the square, and listened for a few minutes. There was talk about how the principalities in Auracia were at war with each other once again. They never seemed to remain in federation for more than a few months at a time. It was rumoured that Amero had his eye on the south, now that Ruripathia was firmly under his control. That war was still too fresh in the minds of the citizens, too fresh for there to be much enthusiasm for another. It would take something more than stories of how they were a fruit ripe for the picking to change that opinion, Soren suspected. It only took a few minutes walking the streets to observe a greater number of begging children and maimed veterans than he had ever seen in the city before. 
 
     The stories would become ever more outrageous as Amero lost patience in waiting for the public fervour for another war to build, and eventually the people would take up his cause. To push for it so soon, not much more than three years since the last ended and with so many still mourning the dead, would be too rash an act for Amero. He was a master plotter, but Soren suspected that already his patience would be starting to wear thin. Stories about the Principalities of Auracia in Crossways were the first step to sounding out popular opinion and building hostility toward the southern neighbour. Soren had no doubt that every word uttered by the criers was seeded with exactly what Amero wanted the people to be told. Few would question the truth of the news they were fed on a daily basis. Eventually he would get his support. 
 
     What Soren was most interested in hearing about was anything that might give a hint as to when Amero would be somewhere other than the palace, and where that would be. Soren knew the interior layout of the palace reasonably well from his time working with the previous duke, and knew also how well it was guarded. He would give it another look, but expected that getting to Amero when he was out of the palace would be far easier than while he was in it. 
 
     ‘…which will be attended by his Grace, the Duke of Ostia and Prince of Ruripathia.’ 
 
     The crier was referring to the final session of the Council of Nobles before it closed for the summer break. The Duke always attended it. Considering how many noblemen had been killed, both leading up to Amero’s accession and immediately after it, Soren wondered sardonically if Amero would be there on his own. But he would no doubt have stocked the Council’s ranks with men that were loyal to him, giving them lands and titles to ensure they remained so. 
 
     The final session was a few days away, so Soren would have a little time to explore alternative options and continue gathering information on Amero’s movements and habits. An axiom that Soren found to be true was that all men left themselves exposed in some way, no matter how careful or heavily guarded they were. He had learned that lesson in the employ of Kastor, when he was still a general in Amero’s pocket. It was the lessons learned through Amero’s manipulation of him that would be of most use to Soren in killing him. There was irony in that, which Soren found oddly satisfying. The only question was where that gap in his defences would be. 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      The Usurper
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     The Barons’ Hall sat on the north-western corner of Crossways. It was a large, domed building with a colonnaded architrave. The style was reminiscent of many of the official buildings in Vellin-Ilora, the now deserted and reputedly cursed capital of the empire of which Ostenheim had once been a regional capital. It was curious to Soren how little in the city was original, and how much was heavily influenced by that dead city. 
 
     It was difficult to take up any type of vantage point without appearing conspicuous, so he tried to amble along, seemingly interested in the various stalls until he saw the Duke’s carriage arrive. Once it did, he didn’t think there would be anything unusual about him stopping to watch the leader of their state, and the former star duellist of the city’s arenas. 
 
     Soren had no intention of acting that day. It would have been far too rash to rush in. It was the act of an amateur and something Soren had tried before. He had learned enough from the experience not to try it again. All he wanted was to get an idea of how many men travelled with Amero when he left the palace and to get a look at them. An awful lot was revealed about a swordsman simply by his appearance. Was their clothing functional or flashy? Did they step lightly on the balls of their feet, or place their foot heavily? Did they scan the crowd without prejudice or favour, or did their eyes pause on the pretty girls for too long? It was all information that could be useful to Soren, and he needed to take full advantage of every occasion he had to gather it. 
 
     He was browsing a stall of earthenware jugs and mugs when Amero’s carriage rattled to a halt on the cobbles in front of the Barons’ Hall. Its very presence drew attention; carts, carriages and such were only permitted within the part of the city between the rivers during certain hours or with special license. There were few who had the right to operate a carriage or ride a horse within the city walls during the day. 
 
     The carriage bore the arms of Ostia. If that was not enough to confirm who was inside it there was a familiar face sitting beside the driver, scanning everything around him in a calculating, professional and emotionless way. It was Emeric, the long-standing and loyal servant of the dal Moreno family, and someone who would recognise Soren with only a glimpse. There was little risk of that happening however, because a crowd had gathered to watch the commotion allowing him to blend in, as Soren had hoped. 
 
     There were four other horsemen escorting the carriage, two in front and two behind, and Soren knew there would be at least another two men in the carriage with Amero. Then there was Emeric sitting on the outside, who was worth two men all by himself. They seemed to be a professional bunch. There were no flamboyant dressers or swaggering, swashbuckling types. While Amero might have tolerated that type of behaviour, being no stranger to it himself, Emeric certainly would not. Soren fully expected that Emeric would have tested each of the men himself, so they would be good. 
 
     Soren watched them as they dismounted and prepared the area for Amero to alight from the carriage. There was little fuss and no ceremony. Emeric hopped down onto the ground and opened the door. A man unknown to Soren got out, and was followed by a man he knew only too well. 
 
     Soren felt his heart jump when he saw Amero, filling the role of duke perfectly. He looked incredibly distinguished, still trim and athletic and in a fitted suit of dark, imperial purple that could as easily have passed for an expensive set of duelling clothes as it could the suit of a duke. He wore his beard differently to how Soren remembered, but it was short and neat and his hair was tied back in a ponytail beneath a wide-brimmed hat that had one side turned up, pinning a dark blue feather in place. 
 
     There was something else about him. He looked tired. Strained. Amero had always comported himself with an irreverent air, an ironic disregard for anything he had no use for. That light, cavalier aspect was lost to him now. Soren wondered if the feast of ruling a duchy was less appealing than the hunt for it had been. As soon as the analogy popped into his head, the idea of Amero choking to death joined it. Choking on his own malicious greed. If only life were that easy or just. 
 
     Amero looked about and made an acknowledgement to a few people before his men escorted him into the Barons’ Hall, his face serious. A number of city watchmen were gathered about the carriage and the entrance to the Hall, providing a wider cordon and preventing anyone from passing. 
 
     Soren knew it was unlikely that he would see anything else of use, but he decided to remain until Amero came back out regardless. The more professional his bodyguard, the more paranoid and careful he was, the harder it would be to find an opening. It might even mean Soren would have to create an opening of his own, but that complicated things far more than he liked and it was something that he had no experience with. He had to reconcile himself to the fact that it might not be possible to kill Amero and live to tell the tale. 
 
     The assassin Soren killed on the road from Sejura had said he did not have a contract for Alessandra’s life. There had been one on her once; Macchio Ferrata, one of the men Amero sent to kill Soren, had said as much. Soren could easily imagine a scenario where, on some dull afternoon when Amero had little else to do, he might begin to wonder whatever became of Alessandra and engage some men to hunt her down and kill her. She meant so little to him that it would be no more than a whim, but the behaviour was not beyond what Soren knew him to be capable of. Amero’s death was more important to Soren than his own life. 
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     There was plenty to keep him occupied on Crossways while he waited. There were stalls selling fabrics from Shandahar, at eye watering prices, ten fold higher than they could be had for in the Khaganates themselves. There were others selling spices, teas and coffees, again at highly inflated prices. Soren found it odd to think that he had looked on such luxuries in Crossways many times over the years, but now he had visited the places where these things were created. In his youth he would never have thought that possible, and it was a stark reminder of how much his life had changed since then. 
 
     There was movement at the door to the Baron’s Hall, and two of Amero’s guards came out. Soren moved back in that direction as subtly as he could. They surveyed the surroundings and then Amero came out. There were fewer people paying attention now. The arrival of a carriage was enough to draw quite a bit of notice, but most had lost interest. There was still a small group gathered around the fringes of the cordon created by the watchmen; those with nothing better to do. 
 
     Soren positioned himself by the entrance to an alleyway that he could duck down if he attracted the attention of one of Amero’s bodyguards, likewise if Emeric or Amero himself looked in his direction. The guards once again showed that they knew what they were doing, leaving no easily exploitable holes. Amero walked out of the Barons’ Hall with a bored and exasperated expression on his face. Soren had to admit that he was surprised there was still any type of gathering there. Amero had killed anyone with any real political power, and those within were most likely all loyal to him. Other than presenting the façade of normality, Soren couldn’t see any reason that Amero would allow a potential centre of opposition to him to remain. 
 
     Amero had to wait while the door to his carriage was opened. As he did, he was struck three times in quick succession by what Soren could only assume were eggs judging by the way they smashed on contact, splattering that expensive looking doublet with their contents. Soren traced the direction of their flight back to a gangly young man, not far past twenty. He was so caught up in the reverie of having managed to hit Amero with all three eggs that he had yet to gather his wits enough to run. 
 
     Amero’s personal guards closed in around the Duke and bundled him into the carriage. Only when it was moving, with him safely inside, did they turn their attention to the threat. It gave the watchmen the advantage, even though none of them seemed particularly alert, and they were the first to identify the culprit. 
 
     As soon as the youth realised that trouble was coming, he turned and started to run in Soren’s direction. One of the more enterprising watchmen started after him, and Soren thought it was an opportune moment to recede into his alleyway. With the young man charging in his direction, all attention would be focussed that way and Soren would be risking recognition. 
 
     Soren had not gone more than a step or two when there was a commotion behind him at the entrance to the alley. 
 
     ‘Get out of the way! Watch out!’ 
 
     The young man had chosen Soren’s alley to try to make good his escape, but as he swept past Soren the watchmen careered around the corner, almost falling over one another as they gave chase. It would not be good for any of them if the young man got away, and Soren knew that it was in his best interests to remain uninvolved. 
 
     There were many occasions in his life that Soren could think of, where he had acted precisely in the opposite way to his best interest, whether he knew that at the time or not. On this occasion he knew well what he was doing, but couldn’t help himself. The young man had shown spirit, if not intelligence, and Soren couldn’t stand by while the lad began his journey to the headsman’s block. As the first of the watchmen passed him, Soren stuck out his leg. 
 
     It was not a wide alley, and there were various pieces of rubbish discarded there—packaging and waste left by the traders out on the square—and the first watchman was oblivious to everything other than the young man he was so desperately trying to apprehend. He went flying. Soren hoped his two comrades were equally focussed on their prey. To his satisfaction they went sprawling over the first in a clatter of weapons and steel helmets. 
 
     The young man didn’t slow enough to glance over his shoulder before he disappeared around a corner. Now it was Soren’s turn to make himself scarce, so he stepped over the tangle of bodies and made his way back out of the alleyway and on into the crowd as quickly as he could. No one had seen what he’d done, and he expected the watchmen would be too torn between confusion and their desire to apprehend the egg thrower to give much thought to Soren. 
 
     It was a risky thing to do, and a damnably stupid one, but enormously satisfying. He forced down a smile as he disappeared into the city crowds. 
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     The idea of needing to create his own opening played on Soren’s mind on the way back to his inn. He was certain that there would be many possibilities for someone well versed in intrigue and plotting, but Soren could think of few. Sneaking into the palace to get at Amero there was an option, but not an attractive one and it was at the bottom of his list. Walking up to him on the street meant certain death for him and gave no guarantee of success. Amero’s guards were too many and too professional. He didn’t intend to throw his life away unless there was no alternative. There was no immediately obvious solution, but as much as he wanted to leave the city to get back to Alessandra, he needed to take his time and not rush ahead blindly as was often his style. 
 
     He returned to his inn by a circuitous route, which allowed him to determine if anyone was tailing him. However, that night trouble wasn’t following him, it was waiting. There were five men standing to the side of his inn; a tough looking bunch. The only thing that could have made them more obviously soldiers, or old soldiers at least, would have been uniforms. Old soldiers made Soren think of Kastor. There was a chance they were not looking for him, but he didn’t take Kastor’s threat lightly—even if he had not expected him to act on it so quickly. The city was full of mercenaries, passing through or looking for work. Not all of them had an issue with Soren. 
 
     One of the men nodded to his mates and they all turned to look at Soren, erasing any uncertainty from his mind. Old soldiers perhaps, but subtle they were not. Soren stopped and hesitated. He thought about running. It wasn’t something he liked the idea of, but if he was trying to maintain a low profile, it was the sensible choice. He looked around. Where would he run to? 
 
     ‘Anything I can help you with, lads?’ Soren said. He would have pretended to ignore them completely were it not for the fact that it was impossible to avoid their stares. 
 
     ‘You Soren?’ a burly one with cropped hair said. 
 
     ‘No,’ Soren said, not very hopeful that his obfuscation would work. 
 
     The burly man smiled. ‘The General sent us. Said you’d know why.’ 
 
     ‘And if I don’t?’ 
 
     ‘Just hand the package over and we can all be on our way. General said we don’t need to kill you.’ 
 
     ‘That’s very decent of him,’ Soren said. ‘Last time I had dealings with him, my death was always one of his top priorities.’ 
 
     ‘Not this time. You’ve my word on that,’ the burly man said. 
 
     All his companions remained silent, but they were tense and alert. Everyone knew there was about to be a fight, but the formalities had to be dealt with first. 
 
     ‘Can’t do it,’ Soren said. ‘I don’t have it any more.’ 
 
     ‘Reckoned you’d say that,’ the burly man said. ‘You know I can’t take your word for it.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe, but do you really think I’d carry something valuable around the city on me?’ 
 
     ‘Suppose we’re going to find out. If you aren’t, you’ll tell us where it is after.’ 
 
     Soren nodded. ‘There’s no way I can convince you to turn around, walk away and pretend you couldn’t find me?’ They were just old soldiers following orders. Soren didn’t bear them any ill will. He would have felt bad if he didn’t at least try to give them the chance. 
 
     The burly man shook his head and nodded to his companions who fanned out around him. They all drew their weapons, short, broad military swords rather than the rapiers carried by bannerets. Soren took a step back and drew his rapier and dagger. 
 
     ‘Last chance, lads,’ Soren said. 
 
     Two of them laughed, and Soren smiled. They thought that it was bravado on Soren’s part and it was difficult not to pity them for their mistake. 
 
     Soren felt energy flood through his body, warmth and a tingling sensation filling him and covering his skin. His senses were sharp and everything seemed effortless. He let the men come toward him, moving slowly as though they were forcing their way through deep water. They spread out in an effort to encircle him, but Soren was happy to let them do it. He watched them all, but kept his focus on the burly man. He was their leader and he would be the first to strike. 
 
     With his men in place, the burly man strode forward purposefully, but to Soren he moved at a snail’s pace. As he raised his sword his face took on the cold, impassionate look of a man accustomed to killing. The time for talk was over. 
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     Giura had decided to follow the new face from Kastor’s apartment that night he first spotted him. Giura was certain he had never seen the young man before and knew of nothing that could give him a clue as to who he might be. Anonymous in a city as large as Ostenheim, he could disappear and it would take weeks to track him down again. Following him back to his abode was the best thing to do. 
 
     He had led Giura to an inn in Guilds, closer to Docks than Crossways, which was favoured by a tough crowd; sell-swords, spies and various other characters who often drew the inquiring gaze of the Intelligenciers. Giura had been watching the young man ever since, his appearance being the first interesting thing that had appeared on the underground rebel front in quite some time. He would continue to do so until he knew everything there was to know about this new face. 
 
     Initially Giura had thought the young man to be a new recruit to the cause or a messenger from the exiles abroad, who Giura knew Kastor to be in communication with. The first hint that things in the meeting had not gone well came when Giura spotted five of Kastor’s more trusted and competent men hanging around outside the inn the new face was staying at. It stank of trouble. Giura was curious how it would play out, and to see if he could learn why Kastor had sent the men. 
 
     Giura hadn’t been able to find out much about the young man—he had no name, no history; it was as though he had never existed. The name he had given at the inn was undoubtedly false and had turned up nothing when Giura had followed it up. The only thing of note was that he carried a rapier within the city walls, which meant he was probably a banneret—few criminals would take the risk of breaking that particular law as it tended to bring the ire of every banneret in the city down upon them, which was more trouble than it was worth for anyone. A visit to the Academy might shed more light on who he really was, but with nothing more than a description it was unlikely to be much help. There was also the chance that he had graduated from an academy in another city. All in all, it didn’t seem like a worthwhile expenditure of his time. 
 
     An enigmatic conversation was his usual approach when an impasse like this presented itself. He would intimate that he knew more than he did, that he was watching, then sit back and see how his target reacted. Even the most hardened of opponents tended to panic a little once they realised that they had attracted the attention of the Intelligenciers. It was a last resort, but as often as not it was effective enough to get him moving in the right direction. 
 
     He had spent the better part of the day watching the young man—another break from his mage quandary—and saw him trip a couple of watchmen after someone egged the Duke. It was a good indication of where his sympathies lay. After following him back to the inn, Giura had planned to call it a day when he spotted Kastor’s men waiting outside. Their presence was reason enough to stay a little longer. He positioned himself on a balcony overlooking the small square in front of the inn, where he could watch, listen, and remain out of sight. 
 
     The first thing of interest was the name. ‘Soren’. It meant nothing to Giura, but knowing it was useful, assuming it was in fact his real one. What he was doing in the city, and why he was having what looked like an unfriendly chat with Kastor’s men was of more interest though. Giura strained to listen to everything, his vantage point proving less ideal than he had hoped. He struggled to hear, missing more than he heard, and cursed under his breath. 
 
     When things turned violent, it more than made up for his inability to hear everything. What he saw was unlike anything he had ever thought possible, and it instantly occurred to him that this young man could mean being able to discard any need for cumbersome underground rebels. 
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     The experience outside of his inn was a nuisance. Soren had to pack his things quickly and find somewhere else to stay. The fuss he had caused would draw the City Watch and he needed to be gone by the time they arrived. He cursed Kastor as he stuffed each item into his travel bag. Necessary or not, killing men because of Kastor didn’t sit well with Soren. He wondered how many men had met a violent end because of the General’s orders. 
 
     The episode had demonstrated how much of a problem Kastor could be if he persisted. Would he get the message that trying to strong arm Soren wasn’t going to get him anywhere after losing the men that night? Soren was confident that Kastor had sent some of his best—they were certainly good—as the money was too important to him to risk sending anyone else. When they didn’t return, surely he would have to realise that the money from Venter was a lost cause and move on to other plans. If not, Soren would have to deal with Kastor permanently. He didn’t like the idea of having a list of people he needed to kill with more than a single name on it. If Kastor tried to interfere with him again there would be no way around it. 
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     Giura was in a remarkably good mood as he sat in his office in the Grey Tower. It was a dreary little cubicle, dark stone walls, no windows and only a small, poor quality mage lamp providing illumination. Knowing the young man’s name, Soren, and that he both carried and knew how to use a rapier—really knew how to use a rapier—meant that a call to the Academy was now a worthwhile move. After that, if Soren still looked like he could be useful, Giura would make contact with him at the new inn he had taken a room in. 
 
     It was such an encouraging prospect; if he could get Soren and Amero in the same room, that would probably be enough. It almost made him forget his other problem, but sadly he wasn’t that fortunate. His mage hunt was at a dead end, and his last hope was to take the notebooks to the University to see if anyone there could make anything of the contents. He had used up his luck for that week, so didn’t expect anything to come of it—but as the past few days had shown, opportunity presented itself in the most unexpected places. 
 
     He had freed up his day to allow him the time to pay a visit to the Academy to try to dig up something on the young man. The more he thought on it, the more Giura felt that he had encountered the name Soren somewhere before, but he couldn’t place it. Perhaps the trip to the Academy would jog his memory. That done he would take the notebooks to the University—something that was long overdue at that point—although he couldn’t help but feel that it would be a futile trip. 
 
     His morning correspondence dealt with, Giura left his office to head for the Academy. A familiar face greeted him as he walked into the courtyard outside the Grey Tower. 
 
     ‘Pierfranco. I’m surprised,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘Yes, everyone is. The decision to come back was sudden.’ 
 
     Sudden. That was interesting. As was the way dal Lupard had worded his reply. ‘What brings you back?’ Giura said. 
 
     Dal Lupard smiled knowingly. ‘Ah, exigencies of the service and all.’ He tapped his nose with his index finger. 
 
     Curiouser still. ‘Well, it’s nice to have you back. So few of the old faces around the Tower these days.’ 
 
     ‘Nice to be back. I’m sure we’ll be seeing one another frequently…’ 
 
     Giura nodded and smiled before continuing on his way. Dal Lupard was a snake, the worst kind of man and the type who gave the Intelligenciers the darker parts of their reputation. He had been propelled from a similar level of seniority as Giura as soon as Amero took the throne. He was even awarded a minor barony and given full autonomy with regard to his duties at the Grey Tower. It continued like that for some time—no one was ever able to find out what he had done to earn the favour he was shown—until it was over as quickly as it happened. He was made ambassador to Venter, a grey, wet country that was not considered a choice appointment. 
 
     Dal Lupard had been punished for something but, like his sudden rise to favour, no one was able to uncover the reason for his equally sudden fall. It hadn’t been of any interest to Giura; he was happy to see dal Lupard go. It was just a shame that he had the opportunity to smear the Ostian reputation in another country. 
 
     His thoughts dwelt on dal Lupard no longer than they might have on an unpleasant smell. He was sure that he would discover what dal Lupard was up to in due course, but didn’t see how it could concern him. He had enough to deal with in any event. 
 
     It had been many years since Giura had been a student at the Academy, or had cause to visit it. Not since he graduated all those years before. The Intelligenciers had an awkward relationship with the Academy. Many of those in the Intelligenciers’ ranks were bannerets—it was a requirement for certain positions—but the connection with the Academy that many bannerets maintained was lost to them. To be a banneret was to be a gentleman, but to be an Intelligencier one certainly could not afford to be a gentleman. The Banneret Intelligenciers were thus treated with distaste by the Academy and often with disdain by their brother bannerets. 
 
     There was nothing about his appearance that immediately suggested his profession, but the rapier at his waist proclaimed him to be a banneret so he was instantly admitted to the Academy where he headed for the Master’s office. 
 
     Giura was not prone to bouts of nostalgia—he had seen too much of the unpleasant in life to place much stock in anything but the here and now. Nonetheless, his days at the Academy had been happy, and the opportunities given to him by getting to study there were something he would never take for granted, no matter how cynical he became. Rikard dal Bragadin was responsible for all of that. 
 
     The adjutant sitting at his desk outside the Master’s office was the first person to identify Giura as an Intelligencier. The black clothes drew his eye to the hilt of Giura’s sword, which bore the arms of the Intelligenciers. He sniffed condescendingly as Giura approached. It was a delicate moment. The disdain bannerets showed Banneret Intelligenciers was as much based on fear as contempt. Bannerets were all equals, be they noble or commoner. A dispute would always be settled with steel on equal terms, but that was not so with a Banneret Intelligencier. To challenge a Banneret Intelligencier to a duel was a crime against the state. The Intelligencier could also have his fellow banneret dragged off to a dungeon never to be seen again—they could satisfy their honour by means other than steel and skill. That was something they would never be forgiven for. 
 
     ‘How can I help you, Intelligencier?’ the adjutant said. 
 
     Giura ignored the abbreviated use of his title, which he knew was intended as a slight. ‘I’d like to speak to the Master. Urgently.’ 
 
     The adjutant grimaced. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible.’ 
 
     Polite, careful, obstructive. Nothing that Giura could have him dragged to the castle dungeons for, or worse, the Grey Tower’s dungeon—not that it was ever Giura’s preferred way of dealing with things. There were times though, when he was tempted to dangle the threat. 
 
     ‘The reason being?’ Giura said, as evenly as he could. 
 
     ‘He’s very, very busy.’ 
 
     Polite, careful, obstructive, but now verging on the condescending. Giura was ever more tempted to prove the adjutant’s prejudices correct, but knew that would be counter-productive. There were always better ways to deal with these things. 
 
     ‘I wouldn’t ordinarily impose upon the Master’s time, but it’s come to my attention that a brother banneret,’ he noted the adjutant’s failed attempt to suppress a sneer, ‘is in danger. I’m having trouble finding him to warn him, and hoped the Master might be able to help.’ He smiled as amiably as he could. 
 
     The adjutant looked at him suspiciously and said nothing as he decided what to do. It would be contrary to any banneret’s sense of honour to refuse Giura’s request under such circumstances, but it didn’t mean that he would be happy acceding to it. His face relaxed. ‘If you’d like to wait a moment, I’ll see if the Master can fit you in.’ 
 
     ‘Thank you,’ Giura said. He couldn’t help but think it might be fun to see the look on the adjutant’s face as he was being dragged out of the building by a couple of the Grey Tower’s toughs. There was little point in having power unless one abused it from time to time—but that would have to wait for another day. 
 
     The adjutant went into the Master’s office and re-emerged a moment later. ‘He can give you a few minutes now.’ 
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     Willard Dornish had been an instructor at the Academy when Giura was there, only being made Master several years later. Giura never had much to do with him, but by all accounts he was a decent man who had a genuine interest in his students. 
 
     ‘Banneret Intelligencier Giura, what can I help you with?’ Dornish gestured to a seat in front of the desk he sat behind. 
 
     Giura sat. ‘I’m looking for some information on a banneret. I don’t expect he’s more than a few years graduated.’ 
 
     ‘Name?’ 
 
     ‘Soren.’ 
 
     The blood drained from Dornish’s face. It was one of the most marked reactions Giura had seen on someone in a very long time. He did his best to conceal his surprise, but it was difficult. 
 
     ‘You’re familiar with the name then?’ Giura tried to work out why he found it familiar also, but couldn’t recall anything that was of use. 
 
     ‘Well, yes. I am. I wasn’t sure if he was still alive though. The last I heard of him, he was in the castle dungeon. There was nothing after that. I assumed that he had… disappeared. As so many have.’ 
 
     It was a very guarded cut at the Intelligenciers, who were responsible for much of the disappearing over the past few years, but interesting. What was it that put Soren in the dungeon—and if he was freely walking the streets of Ostenheim, what had gotten him out again? 
 
     The wheels turned in his head and he remembered why he recognised the name. He forced himself not to smile. ‘Well, I can assure you that he’s not dead, and he’s not in the castle dungeon. He is in danger though, and I need a way to find him.’ Giura knew where Soren was but he needed to pretend that he did not in order to gather the information he wanted. 
 
     ‘As much as I’d like to, I’m afraid I can’t help you,’ Dornish said. ‘It’s been a few years since I’ve seen him and, as I said, after he was thrown in the dungeons I heard nothing more about him.’ 
 
     Giura studied him closely. There was no reason to believe that Dornish was lying. Everything about his demeanour said he was being genuine. ‘What can you tell me about him? Anything that might help me find where he is.’ 
 
     Dornish shifted in his seat uncomfortably. If a lie or obfuscation were to be told, it would come soon. People were so easy to predict. It often came as a disappointment to Giura. 
 
     ‘He was sponsored here by the Duke. They had a serious falling out—I’m not sure why—and the Duke withdrew his sponsorship. The lad was more than worthy of a scholarship and I arranged one for him, but there were other issues involved, which I’m afraid I know nothing about. He came here older than he should have, had a difficult life beforehand. Lads like that often have trouble adjusting. Still, he was one of the most gifted students to pass through in my time here, and I’ve seen some good ones. Then he got involved in that business with the old Duke. That’s what landed him in the dungeon. I don’t think he had anything to do with Duke Valens being killed, but he was part of the Duke’s bodyguard, so…’ 
 
     Of course. That was why Giura thought he had heard the name before. He hadn’t been involved in any of the investigations, so he didn’t know all that much about it. It was curious. If the lad had been involved in Amero’s plot to kill the Duke, was imprisoned by those loyal to him and then mysteriously disappeared from the castle dungeon—no mean feat—not long after Amero took power, what was he doing visiting the head of the most cogent movement opposed to Amero’s rule? 
 
     Could it be that after having lain low for a few years, he had returned to his master’s service, and Amero was now using him to deal with the previously ignored threats? It was curious, and possibly disappointing. If he was Amero’s creature, then he would obviously be no use to Giura in assassinating him. Likewise, he could be a threat to Giura’s best hope for an individual or group who might be able to do the job. If he was sent out to wreak havoc on Kastor’s cabal, he could be a very big problem. With the way he’d handled those men outside the inn, he could wipe them out in a matter of days. That meant Giura would need to deal with him, and he wasn’t sure how he’d manage to do that. Then there was the way he had tripped the guards and helped the egg-thrower on Crossways to escape. That would be odd behaviour indeed if Soren was working for Amero. Risky too, whatever his true intentions were. 
 
     If he wasn’t in Amero’s service, how had he managed to get out of the dungeons? It was a nigh on impossible task, and Giura had never heard of it being done before. Then there was the fact that Soren had not been seen or heard of in such a long time. Could it be that he had only recently escaped? That was unlikely though, surviving for that long in the dungeons was even less plausible than escaping. In any event, he didn’t have the colour or physique of a man who had been locked up in a dungeon cell until recently. 
 
     Giura felt escape or release were the two most likely options. The behaviour he’d witnessed on Crossways suggested that the latter—release by Amero’s regime—was not the credible one. If the former, what was Soren doing back in Ostenheim? If it were Giura, he would have gotten as far from the city as he could and never come back; Amero was a spiteful bastard who never let a grudge go ignored. Giura wondered if Amero had made any efforts to track Soren down. That would certainly be worth looking into. He was still hopeful that the young man could be of use. Anyone that lethal with a blade would be a huge asset. 
 
     He realised Dornish was staring at him inquiringly. ‘Pardon me,’ Giura said. ‘Tell me a little more. You say he’s particularly talented.’ 
 
     ‘As talented as I’ve ever seen. He was one of the best students we’ve ever had here. An incredibly hard worker and he held a sword like he was born with one in his hand. He’s truly lethal—I expect that’s how he got himself out of the dungeon—and I wouldn’t be too worried about him. He’s well able to take care of himself.’ 
 
     Dornish was notoriously miserly with his praise. Giura had seen Soren in action first hand, but that could have been luck or the assailants might simply have been less competent than they looked. Dornish confirmed what he had thought, though; Soren would be far too much for him to defeat personally. If he needed killing, Giura would have to find another way. He disliked imposing on Divine Fortune for fear of angering her, but if he was lucky killing Soren wouldn’t be necessary. 
 
     ‘Does he have any family in the city?’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘No. To the best of my knowledge he’s an orphan.’ 
 
     ‘Can you tell me anything else about his falling out with the Duke?’ Giura wondered if it was something that could be mended, or if the damage was irrevocable. Every piece of information added to or detracted from the possibility of recruiting Soren. Was this too much to hope for? 
 
     Dornish frowned. ‘What exactly is this all about?’ 
 
     ‘It’s as I said. It’s come to my attention that there’s someone in the city looking for him, and they mean to do him violence. I haven’t got much to go on though, so I was hoping if I knew more about the lad, it would get me closer to those looking for him.’ 
 
     Dornish didn’t look convinced. 
 
     ‘I’m not trying to get Soren in trouble, and I’m not acting for the Duke in this. I just want to help keep a fellow banneret out of trouble.’ 
 
     ‘Their falling out was none of my business, so I never asked and never looked into it,’ Dornish said. ‘It wasn’t long after he started in the Collegium, as best I can recall. The lad’s character changed completely, and he left the Collegium after only a few weeks. He joined a regiment, saw some action in the barbarian incursions in forty-six and distinguished himself. I lost track of him for a time after that, then he turned up in the old Duke’s bodyguard—the new one that was put together just before he was killed. I had hoped he would find his way back to the Collegium, but as you know things turned out differently.’ 
 
     ‘Indeed,’ Giura said, his morale rallied by the new information. ‘So would it be correct to say that he is not a friend to the Duke?’ 
 
     ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that necessarily,’ Dornish said, defensively. ‘I’m not aware of any reconciliation, but I doubt very much if he’s a threat to the Duke if that’s why you’re really here.’ 
 
     ‘No, please don’t mistake me. I’m genuinely here out of a concern for his safety. I have reasons. They aren’t important, but I assure you they are in good faith.’ 
 
     Dornish looked at him with an expression of disbelief. There was nothing that Giura could say to make Dornish believe him, and now that his suspicions were raised there was no point in continuing their conversation. 
 
     ‘Thank you for your time, Master.’ 
 
     Dornish gave him a grudging nodded salute, but did not stand. 
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     ‘Keep the link open,’ Byarsham said. 
 
     ‘How?’ 
 
     ‘The same way you see the glow. Allow that to continue. Let instinct guide you from there.’ 
 
     He could sense when the child had let her connection to the Fount drop. Byarsham closed his eyes and took a deep breath to quell his growing impatience. ‘Try again.’ 
 
     ‘I can’t,’ the child apprentice said. 
 
     ‘Yes, you can.’ 
 
     Byarsham felt a ripple in the Fount, like the invisible vibration in the air caused by a loud noise, as she re-connected to the Fount. Of the children that remained at the nursery, she was the only one who could not yet manipulate the Fount in some way. The best of them could already coalesce a ball of the energy in enough strength for even a layperson to be able to see it. That was impressive, and Byarsham had very high hopes for that one. With this one, however, he was beginning to lose patience. 
 
     Training a mage was as much guidance as it was instruction. The apprentices—he no longer thought of them as children—had all been exposed to the Fount for a number of weeks; long enough for it to permeate them and begin those changes within their bodies that were still not understood, even by the Twelve. 
 
     The first time an apprentice wilfully manipulated the Fount, it had to be to something of their own imagining. It was an instinctive reaction that came of exposure to it. Each person’s would be different, and often it gave an indication of which area of the science their greatest aptitude lay. On this, Byarsham could give the apprentice no direction. She had to come to it herself. It was not easy, requiring the mind to do two things at once, and whatever shred of human compassion that remained within Byarsham pitied the child her struggle. Far past though it was, he could still clearly remember the afternoon he had faced this challenge. It was a necessary step in her development though, and one which she should now be achieving if she was to continue on the required schedule. There was no room for failure. 
 
     The apprentice’s brow furrowed as she tried to marshal her thoughts. Byarsham realised that he was holding his breath, knowing that this was the apprentice’s last chance. To try further would be a waste of time. A flicker of flame appeared in the palm of the child’s hand. Byarsham smiled. Often the best things were those that took the longest to come to be. From weakest to strongest with a single thought. The workings of the world never ceased to amaze him. 
 
     He was pleased with what he had seen when he left for the day. They had all now bent the Fount to their will in some form or fashion, and the one he had almost given up on had shown herself capable of converting it into energy that could impact on the physical world; the most powerful expression of magic there was, and one that some never fully mastered. The next time he visited the nursery, the hierarchy would have changed completely. 
 
     As encouraging as their progress was, secrecy was still important and he was feeling a growing sense of foreboding; things had gone so smoothly, and Byarsham was accustomed to having to deal with adversity. He had little faith in the Duke’s commitment to keeping Byarsham’s presence a secret and feared that he would try to use the trainee mages too soon. Revealing them might serve the Duke’s purpose, but it would be disastrous for the Twelve’s plans. If any word of what they were doing were to trickle back to the east and reach the ears of the Fount-Bloods, all would be lost. 
 
     Pretending to do the contemptible Duke’s bidding allowed Byarsham to move about the city freely and was the only option open to him. However, the Duke was not filling him with confidence that he could continue to be an asset to their plans, even if he was unaware of the bigger picture. Until they were powerful enough to stand against the Fount-Bloods—who would attack as soon as they realised the Twelve had broken the laws—everything they were doing had to remain a secret. If that meant replacing the Duke with someone more amenable to the Twelve’s way of thinking, that option would have to be considered. However, it would represent a failure on Byarsham’s part in the eyes of the other members of the Twelve and that was dangerous. 
 
     He would have to work harder at manipulating the Duke, feeding his insecurities and playing up what they could offer so long as he remained patient. Training the Duke’s pet idiots was an irritating distraction, as was any dealing with him, but there was no viable way around it. The Twelve needed his support and concealment until they were ready to become the rulers they truly deserved to be. 
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     The University was in Barons, occupying the quarter’s frontage onto the Westway River. Giura knew it was ancient, and while its origins dated to a similar time as the Academy—the decades following the end of the Mage Wars—it was in a complex of buildings of more recent construction than the Academy. The Bannerets won the Mage Wars, so they had the pick of the city. Their barracks were located at the Academy—or the Library of Mages as it would have been called then, when they still served the mages—so it was a natural choice. Giura always referred to the Bannerets as ‘they’, but as a banneret himself he was a descendant of that legacy. 
 
     The men destined for leadership, war or gentlemanly idleness went to the Academy; the men and women who ensured the city continued to run and remain prosperous went to the University. They became the civil servants, burgesses and educators, some of whom would become prosperous enough to see their children take a place at the Academy. It seemed that the goal of every citizen was to win a place at the Academy, either for themselves or their children. Having grown up outside the city, it was something that took Giura quite some time to fully appreciate. 
 
     That the University did not enjoy the same lofty social status as the Academy did not mean that it was ignored or neglected. Its function was still important and it enjoyed the beneficence of many wealthy alumni. The exterior was impressive, as was the entrance hallway. Young men and women walked about briskly, carrying notebooks and bundles of papers with the appearance of having somewhere important to be. Their clacking footsteps and voices echoed in the large space of the high ceilinged hall. The only real difference with the Academy was the lack of uniforms, and Giura couldn’t help but feel the presence of women at the Academy would have been a welcome addition. 
 
     He spotted someone who looked to be a clerk sitting at a desk, and went over. 
 
     ‘I’d like to speak to a professor. Languages or something similar would be best,’ Giura said. 
 
     The clerk looked at him, and then at his sword. Giura didn’t imagine they had many bannerets calling there. 
 
     ‘I, uh… The school of linguistics is that way.’ He pointed over his shoulder to a set of double doors that had a regular stream of students passing in and out. ‘Through the quad and on to the next one on the other side. Someone there will be able to point you in the right direction.’ 
 
     Giura nodded in thanks and headed in the direction indicated. The quad was cloistered, the University’s buildings surrounding a student-filled lawn that was bisected by the path Giura took to the other side. He walked through the arch that led through the far cloister to the next quad over. This one was also filled with students, and the surrounded lawn contained several mature trees, lending the place a shady, contemplative air. In the Academy an open space like that would have been used for drill or physical activity of one sort or another. Here, a number of students sat in the shade of the trees, reading or, Giura suspected, pretending to read while actually sleeping off hangovers. 
 
     One of the conscious students directed Giura to a nondescript doorway. Giura went in and spotted a wooden board with a list of names stencilled in gilt lettering in the hallway. It listed each person’s area of study and the number of their office. He scanned the list for something that fit with what he wanted, settled on ‘Ancient Languages’ and set off up a stone stairwell to the office. 
 
     He knocked on the door and stepped back to wait. There was no response and he was beginning to regret not bringing along one of the Tower’s thugs to kick it down when he heard a shuffling behind the door. It creaked open and a bespectacled face appeared in the opening. Giura stifled a laugh, as the man was exactly what he had imagined a professor at the University to look like. There had been one or two like him at the Academy, those who had lectured in the more academic subjects taught. 
 
     ‘Can I help you?’ the man said. 
 
     ‘You can, Professor. My name is Vallis Giura. Might I come in to speak with you?’ 
 
     The man nodded and opened the door fully, revealing a messy, cluttered office dominated by a large desk. The professor went back to his seat, clearing another one as he went and gesturing for Giura to sit on it. 
 
     ‘What can I do for you, Mr. Giura?’ 
 
     ‘Banneret Intelligencier Giura.’ He could see the Professor tense and smiled inwardly. 
 
     ‘What brings an Intelligencier to the University? To my office?’ His voice wavered. 
 
     Giura took the two notebooks from his satchel and placed them on the only clear space on the Professor’s desk. The Professor looked at them, then at Giura and then back to the notebooks. 
 
     ‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me something about them. Where they come from? What they mean? Anything really.’ 
 
     The Professor picked up the first notebook and looked at the cover over the top of his spectacles. He looked at Giura again before opening the notebook. Could he have a suspicion of what it was? 
 
     He leafed through several pages before repeating the process with the other book. He then put it down and shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve never seen this script before. There’s no way I can decipher it for you.’ He placed it back on the desk with his palms flat on it. 
 
     Not what Giura was hoping for, but he knew it was a slim hope. He would find the source another way. 
 
     ‘I think I may be able to tell you what it is, though,’ the Professor said. 
 
     Giura raised an eyebrow. 
 
     ‘I’ll need to confer with a colleague. To be certain, you see.’ 
 
     Giura nodded. ‘Fine. Confer with him.’ 
 
     The Professor said nothing for a moment, watching Giura as though he expected him to get up and leave. 
 
     ‘Now?’ the Professor said. 
 
     ‘Now,’ Giura confirmed. 
 
     ‘I might be a few minutes.’ 
 
     ‘Fine. I’ll wait here.’ 
 
     The Professor picked up the notebooks and made to go. 
 
     ‘Leave the notebooks,’ Giura said. ‘Bring him to them.’ 
 
     ‘Oh, of course. Sorry,’ the Professor said. 
 
     He handed Giura the notebooks and left. When the door closed behind him, Giura stood and went over to the window. There was a good view of the quad two stories below, and it was as pleasant a place for an office as Giura had seen in the city. It was certainly a far cry from his little tomb in the Grey Tower. Perhaps he had chosen the wrong career. 
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     When the Professor returned, he was alone. Giura had expected he would bring his colleague along with him. 
 
     ‘Your colleague?’ 
 
     ‘Ah, yes. He was too busy to come along, but we discussed the notebooks.’ 
 
     Too busy? Giura smiled. Too frightened by the prospect of sitting in a small office with an Intelligencier more likely. ‘And?’ 
 
     ‘And, he feels that my thoughts are correct.’ 
 
     ‘Without seeing them?’ 
 
     ‘I was able to describe the important features. There are one or two tell-tale aspects. Neither of us have ever seen one before, but as best we can tell, they are grimoires. Mages’ notebooks. They were often written in code that was unintelligible to anyone other than a mage. The script is no language that I know of, which makes me think it’s code. From the style of the hand I would also hazard a guess that this one comes from the east.’ He patted the completed notebook. ‘The other, probably not.’ 
 
     ‘How can you be so sure?’ Giura had heard magic was still practised in the east, but also of a royal family there who were immune to its effects and kept its practice strictly regulated. 
 
     ‘We write from right to left, one line at a time. In the east they write from right to left also, but in vertical lines. Although the symbols aren’t eastern, or at least no eastern script that I have ever seen, they are certainly written in that vertical fashion, and the east is the only place that I am aware of where that is done. The partially filled grimoire is a copy of the first, but with a number of mistakes that would be characteristic of a literate person from here learning to write in the eastern fashion. They are mistakes that I see students of eastern languages here at the University make all the time.’ 
 
     It was interesting, but not of much use. A couple of trade caravans went east each year, so the grimoire could have been brought back with one of them. Were they written in a script that could be read, Giura would have thought that the most likely explanation. However, if a professor of languages could not even identify it, let alone read it, how would an ordinary man living in a small apartment have any use for it, or any reason to copy it? Unless he could read it, and for that, someone must have taught him. 
 
     ‘Is there anyone you are aware of who can read this code?’ 
 
     ‘Well, the person that wrote it obviously. Other than that I really don’t know. I have heard magic is still practised in a limited way in the east, perhaps it’s the language the mages there use to keep their secrets from ordinary people.’ 
 
     The Professor continued to talk, but Giura had stopped listening, retreating instead into his thoughts. If it was a language used by mages, the only way for someone in Ostenheim to learn it was if he was shown how. Giura cursed himself for killing Nerli, but there hadn’t been any other option. He’d had all the answers Giura sought, but they were lost to him now. It might be worth investigating if Nerli had ever made a trip to the east, but there was nothing in his apartment other than the grimoires to indicate that. Giura had a gut feeling that was not the explanation. 
 
     ‘Thank you for your time, Professor. I think that will be all for now. It’s probably best that you don’t mention the grimoires to anyone else. Be sure to tell that to your colleague also.’ 
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     Giura pushed aside the matter of the grimoires and returned his focus to the young man named Soren. With so many issues vying for his attention, he tried to compartmentalise them in order to maintain his focus, other than a brief daily review where he considered everything together to see if there were any connections to be found. 
 
     The conversation with Dornish had been enlightening, and encouraging, but did not go far enough to answer all the questions he had. Indeed, it raised more. That necessitated a long and dusty afternoon in the Grey Tower’s archives. There were few things that escaped the Intelligenciers’ notice, although some of those things could rapidly find their way to obscurity in the Tower, especially when someone powerful and wealthy wanted it that way. The information was often still there however, if one knew where to look and had the motivation to do so. 
 
     Scraps of information, names, meetings, orders, transfers of money. It was a puzzle that had to be put together to give Giura something approaching the complete picture. He was aware how much he wanted Soren to be an ally, and knew that could colour his interpretation of the information he had. It was looking good, but he could not yet be certain and Giura didn’t like to gamble without knowing what the result would be ahead of time. What he still did not know for sure was whether or not Soren was in league with the Duke, or his bitter enemy. It seemed that there was no middle ground; it was either one or the other. 
 
     How to tell which it was with certainty still posed a problem. There was nothing to indicate that Soren was in the city working with the Duke, but likewise there was nothing that suggested he was there to oppose him. All Giura knew for sure was that he had a dispute with Kastor, and a collection of facts that indicated Soren and the Duke were enemies, but there was no way to find out what that was over, short of having someone that might know hauled in and questioned. It would reveal that Giura was watching however, and he didn’t want anyone to be aware of his interest in the matter. 
 
     The time for watching was over, and he had to take action with at least one of his problems. If Kastor was going to continue sending men after Soren, things could get out of control and attract the interest of the City Watch, or other Intelligenciers. That made it the more pressing of his issues, so he decided to make contact with Soren and find out, one way or the other. 
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     In Soren’s previous experience as an assassin, watching his prey for an opening and then exploiting it had worked well. While those targets had been powerful men, they were far removed from the resources and power available to the Duke. Soren was beginning to develop a grudging respect for Amero having managed to kill his predecessor. He had spent years planning it, had invested thousands of crowns and manipulated and used dozens of people. He had weaved a complex web of deceit and orchestrated a full war to achieve his goal. But achieve it he had. 
 
     Soren wondered if he was fooling himself by thinking that he could manage the same feat by himself. He had thought if worst came to worst, he could throw his own hopes of survival to one side and just walk up to Amero and kill him. As he could now see, that was impossible. Thus far he hadn’t even been able to see a way to get within a blade’s length of him. 
 
     His days spent hanging around the city criers in Crossways trying to get word of Amero’s next public engagement were getting him nowhere. All he was achieving was personal frustration at his inability to see any way through Amero’s security, and increasing the risk that someone he knew would spot him. 
 
     Standing in the middle of that crowd of people, he felt incredibly isolated. The words he’d exchanged with Kastor were as close to a proper conversation as he’d had since leaving Venter. Coupled with the seeming impossibility of his task, his spirits were low. He was beginning to wonder if it wouldn’t be better to take a ship back to Venter, collect Alessandra and start running again. Maybe there was somewhere they would be beyond Amero’s reach. He shook his head, remembering he had tried that and it hadn’t worked. He was frustrated, but he had to see this through. 
 
     His new inn was in a better area and thus more expensive than the previous one. It was not beyond the means of travelling swordsmen, but was not the type of place many of them would patronise. He hoped that it would throw Kastor off his scent. Assumption was the mother of all disaster however, and as he approached it he spotted a man lounging by the doorway, cloak casually draped back over his shoulders putting the pair of blades strapped to his waist on clear display. 
 
     Soren groaned inwardly, but kept walking toward the door. As usual, there was a chance the man wasn’t there for him, but as usual, he probably was. He would have run, but he wanted to know if this was another one of Kastor’s men, meaning that problem would need to be dealt with next. Soren got to the door and reached for the handle with his left hand, keeping his right ready to draw, but the man hadn’t even looked at him as he approached the inn. The handle squeaked and clicked as Soren turned it, the door creaked as he pushed it open. So far, so good. Perhaps his paranoia had gotten the better of him this time. 
 
     ‘Not quite as warm a welcome as it was the other night,’ the man said. 
 
     Soren had jumped back and drawn his sword before the man finished speaking. The man had dark brown shoulder length hair and a neat beard. He was relaxed and confident and hadn’t moved from where he leaned against the wall. He turned his head to look at Soren. 
 
     ‘You won’t need that,’ the man said, looking at Soren’s sword. ‘Not right now, at any rate.’ 
 
     ‘Who are you?’ 
 
     ‘Vallis Giura is my name, and you are Banneret of the Duke’s Cross Soren. Introductions dealt with, I thought we could have a chat.’ 
 
     It always bothered Soren when someone had the advantage of him. All the more so when Soren had no idea who that person was, and when no one was supposed to know he was in the city. One thing was clear though: if he was another one of Kastor’s men, the words thug, goon or lackey were inappropriate to describe him. He was cut from a different, far higher quality cloth. 
 
     ‘About what?’ Soren said, still with sword in hand. 
 
     ‘Things that are best discussed away from curious ears.’ 
 
     ‘You told me your name, but not who you are,’ Soren said. ‘I’m not going anywhere until I know that at least.’ 
 
     ‘Would my saying that what I do is also best discussed away from prying ears be enough?’ 
 
     Soren shook his head. 
 
     ‘Didn’t think so.’ He tapped the hilt of his dagger. 
 
     Soren followed the movement and squinted to see what he was drawing attention to. A small insignia engraved on the pommel. A staff, a skull and a sword. Magic, death and the steel that causes it. The symbol of the Intelligenciers. 
 
     ‘If you think I’m going to go to the Grey Tower with you willingly, think again.’ 
 
     ‘I didn’t expect you’d be interested in accompanying me there,’ Giura said, ‘and I’m under no illusion of being able to force you to go.’ 
 
     Soren wondered why that was. How much did this Intelligencier know about him? Why had he already not tried to have Soren arrested? ‘My inclination is to tell you to piss off then.’ 
 
     ‘It would be a shame if the Duke were to find out you’re back in the city.’ 
 
     Soren’s eyes narrowed. Why would an Intelligencier not scurry straight to the Duke with this information? What had he to gain from it? 
 
     ‘He doesn’t already know?’ 
 
     ‘And it can stay that way,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘It certainly will, if I kill you.’ 
 
     Giura smiled, still relaxed, still confident, still leaning against the wall. ‘Ah, but then you’ll never find out what it is I have to say.’ 
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     A facial expression, even one that lasts only a moment, can reveal far more than words or actions ever can. Giura had long made a study of them and considered his ability to be able to read a face even more important than his ability to use a sword. In the second that Soren considered his threat, Giura knew for certain that he was not in the city on the Duke’s bidding, quite the contrary. It was only confirmed by what he had said. 
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     Byarsham retained his calm as he surveyed the apartment’s destruction. In his youth his reaction would have been very different, but approaching his second century he had long since mastered his emotion. The most promising of the Duke’s apprentices was gone, his apartment torn apart, and both Byarsham’s grimoire and the student’s notebook had disappeared. He had left the student alone for a few weeks to work on completing his grimoire undisturbed. There was no way of telling how long ago the apartment had been ransacked. 
 
     There were none in the city who would be able to read either book, or likely even identify their purpose, but it was an irritation. His grimoire would have to be replaced and re-written by hand. Not only was it a time-consuming task that he would rather not have to repeat, it was a source of personal embarrassment, as the loss would have to be revealed to the rest of the Twelve. 
 
     To Byarsham, the loss of the grimoire was more concerning than that of the student. The student could be replaced—he was only one of the Duke’s anyway—but the grimoire could cause all sorts of other problems. He very much wanted it back, but at the very least he needed to ensure that it was destroyed and it didn’t get out of the city and back to the Fount-Bloods. That was not a thought he wanted to dwell on. 
 
     The irritation was compounded by the fact that his petulant paymaster would likely have a temper tantrum when he was informed of the setback. As tiresome as he was, the Duke was still a necessary part of the Twelve’s plans and Byarsham would have to accommodate him. The Ostians, all westerners in fact, hated magery. They were blind to the benefits it brought, even though they were present and visible on every street of the city. Pathetic hypocrisy, but nothing less than he had come to expect from them. He needed Amero’s patronage to continue in concealment until they were ready to reveal their plot, as trying as that was. The disappearance of the apprentice was a headache that Byarsham did not need, and considering the state of the apartment it was safe to assume that he was irrecoverable. 
 
     He would have to find out what happened to this one, and check on the others. The apprentice was not especially powerful, but unless he was caught unaware he should have been more than well able to deal with most types of personal assault. It would have taken several men to overpower him, which was noteworthy. Perhaps the Duke’s offer of sanctuary and peace to conduct this training was overstated. 
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     Dal Lupard was in a difficult position. Technically he was supposed to be carrying out his responsibilities in Venter. Arguably it was an extension of those responsibilities that brought him back to Ostenheim, but the case in his favour was tenuous and he wouldn’t be making it to a sympathetic audience. His appearance back at the Grey Tower might have been accepted, but it wasn’t welcomed. It wouldn’t be long before those who had conspired to have him exiled became aware of his return to the city. Life would become more difficult when they did. 
 
     It had taken quite a bit of time and effort on his part to discover what had happened to Massari. His whore had remained in Venter with dal Bragadin, but Massari had completely disappeared. Dal Lupard eventually learned that he had taken passage on a ship from Voorn to Ostenheim. That was interesting. There was only one reason Ostians returned to Ostenheim from Venter, and it was enough to justify dal Lupard’s return if he could prove it. Massari was up to no good and dal Lupard wanted to get to the bottom of it. He was also glad of the opportunity to get home and hopeful that apprehending an enemy of the state would allow him to remain. 
 
     There was much to be done. He needed to find out as much about Massari as he could. There was something that had played on his mind for the entire voyage. The whore, Bevrielle, or whatever she was now calling herself, had associated with a young man whom the Duke had made several discreet, but determined efforts to kill. 
 
     The Duke was so careful that few people knew the extent of his machinations. Dal Lupard had only encountered snippets about this young man, but he would be about the same age as Massari, and to the best of his recollection was of similar appearance. He had not heard if this young man—Soren was his name—had been killed, but if he remained alive he was a prize indeed. The Duke had spent very large amounts of money sending men after him. Dal Lupard was sure that bringing Soren to the Duke would ensure all of the things he had lost were returned. No more Venter, no more grey, rainy days. Was it too much to hope that Massari and Soren were one and the same? 
 
     Massari or Soren, it mattered little though. Whoever he truly was, he was an enemy of the state and that made him valuable to dal Lupard. 
 
     Dal Lupard had never been popular—he knew that and didn’t care—but the favour of powerful men had made him powerful by association. Now that was gone and no one had any reason to pretend to like him or seek his favour. It made getting information nigh on impossible and he knew time was not in his favour. Once Amero found out he was back in the city, the best he could hope for was a return to Voorn and a lifetime appointment there. 
 
     The obstacles to his hunt were greater than he expected. Even the sources that could be bought or threatened would have nothing to do with him because they thought he was so out of favour with the Duke that even talking to him would contaminate them with his plight. 
 
     Now he was cut off from all his old sources of information. Even though he was still an Intelligencier, he no longer held rank at the Grey Tower, and no one would do anything he said. Those who knew him from the old days took great pleasure in ignoring him, but he took note of each and every one who did and would be sure to repay them when he was back in favour, when he had handed Soren over to the Duke. He would simply have to do all of the hard work himself, and that could take time. 
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     Giura brought him to a coffee house in Bankers. Soren had been expecting the Grey Tower, and they had been heading that direction for part of their walk from the inn. He had spent that time working out the best way to proceed, whether to make a break for it, flee the city for a while and try again later or hear out what this man, Giura, had to say. Intelligenciers were slippery characters and his approach to Soren could have merely been a sly way to march Soren to the Grey Tower without any resistance. 
 
     Soren had heard the things that happened to people who were brought to the Grey Tower. Most of them were never seen again. He had briefly encountered Intelligenciers when fighting the barbarians in the East. A few of them always travelled with an army to take care of intelligence gathering matters, but they had been involved more heavily in the East in order to discover what had motivated the barbarian tribes to unusual levels of aggression. Their methods were varied, but did involve a good deal of screaming during the night after a battle where a large number of prisoners were taken. It was something of a relief when Giura stopped outside a coffee house in Bankers, overlooking the Westway. 
 
     They took a corner table, and Giura left Soren alone while he went to the counter to get them coffee. It was the ideal opportunity for Soren to make good his escape, but having been spared a visit to the Grey Tower he was intrigued and wanted to hear what the Intelligencier had to say. 
 
     He came back with two steaming mugs of coffee and set them down on the table. ‘I hope you like it,’ Giura said. ‘It’s a blend of beans from Shandahar and the Spice Isles, my personal favourite.’ 
 
     Soren took a sip. It was good; rich, sweet and with a hint of bitterness. ‘What do you want from me?’ 
 
     Could he know about the diamonds? How did he even know Soren was in the city, or who he was? The diamonds would make an attractive prize for even the most dedicated of state servants. Could someone among the loyalist exiles in Venter have revealed the information? The odious ambassador for instance? With a personality like his, competence must be the only thing keeping him alive—and Ranph had said he was a former Intelligencier. 
 
     ‘Information. For now.’ Giura took a deep breath over his mug and then leaned back into his chair, adopting a relaxed pose. ‘Tell me, did you know Amero was going to assassinate Duke Valens?’ 
 
     Soren coughed. It wasn’t a question he was expecting. It was not the diamonds then, but it was an incisive question and revealed that Giura already knew a great deal about him. How much he knew remained to be seen, but it was clearly far more than Soren liked. He looked around the coffee house, amazed that Giura would ask such a sensitive question in a public place. However, no one was paying them any attention. There was a background noise of conversation, laughter, the sound of coffee beans being ground, water being heated. It drowned out all the individual voices, merging them into one amorphous murmur of activity. He could see why Giura had chosen the coffee house; he was hiding them in plain sight. 
 
     ‘Of course not,’ Soren said. ‘Do you think I’d have ended up in the castle dungeon if I knew what was going on?’ 
 
     ‘A fair point,’ Giura said. ‘Speaking of which, how did you get out of the dungeon?’ 
 
     Soren said nothing. 
 
     Giura smiled. ‘All right. It doesn’t matter anyway. What does matter is why you met with a man named Kastor. What do you have to say about that?’ 
 
     Soren kept his mouth shut. The fewer people who knew that he had brought a box of diamonds worth a king’s ransom into the city, the better, and so far it didn’t look like this man knew about them. 
 
     Giura scratched his beard. ‘Why don’t we try it this way then. As I see it, and you can correct me if I’m wrong, there are two reasons for you to pay a visit to Kastor. The first is that you are spying on him for the Duke.’ He paused and looked at Soren intently, but Soren remained impassive. ‘The second is that you were hoping to join him in his plot, but that something happened and the two of you fell out over it. I understand you saw some action in the east. I recall Kastor was the general in command of that campaign. Old friends, are you?’ 
 
     Soren continued to hold his tongue. 
 
     Giura sighed. ‘I’ll continue then. Both options would explain why five of his men were waiting for you outside your inn the other night.’ 
 
     Soren balked, but did his best not to show it. How long had this man been watching him? Were his paranoid concerns of the Intelligenciers waiting for him on the docks closer to reality than he thought? 
 
     ‘To my mind, neither option seems more likely than the other,’ Giura said. ‘Now, would you care to indicate which of those scenarios is correct?’ 
 
     ‘Why should I trust you?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Two reasons. The fact that you are still alive and that you are not locked up in the bowels of the Grey Tower. Bear in mind that I could just as easily have had you arrested and thrown in a dungeon as come and talk to you as I have, risking my own life in the process.’ 
 
     He was right. There were easier ways for an Intelligencier to have someone dealt with. He wanted something—that much was for certain—but there had still been no mention of diamonds. 
 
     ‘It’s a start,’ Soren said, ‘but not enough to get me to run off at the mouth.’ 
 
     ‘Well, judging by your reaction when I threatened to report you to the Duke’s authorities I think my second scenario is the most likely. I’d almost say I’m certain of it. I think that you got out of the dungeon and fled the city, but now, for whichever of the many reasons you have to choose from, you’ve come back to kill your old lord and master, the Duke.’ 
 
     Soren counted himself lucky that he had never personally dealt with an Intelligencier before. Deceit and secrets were their business, and until he had a clearer idea of what this man wanted he could not reveal too much. 
 
     ‘If you think that, why haven’t you turned me in?’ 
 
     ‘Because, Banneret, I think our aims coincide. And I think that I’m in a unique position to help you. After your little demonstration the other night, I think you’re equally well suited to help me.’ 
 
     This piqued Soren’s interest. Up until that point he had expected their conversation to end with a clash of steel. Subterfuge aside, he had difficulty thinking the Intelligencier was doing anything other than trying to lure him into revealing something—probably the location of the diamonds—but their conversation was taking them no closer to that subject. The Intelligencier had admitted seeing Soren in action, so he knew what he could do. Soren had thought it was one of the reasons Giura had brought him to a crowded coffee house, hoping that he would be reluctant to draw his blade with so many innocent bystanders around. 
 
     ‘How might I be suited to helping you?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘The Duke made many enemies in his rapid and unexpected rise to power.’ 
 
     ‘And you’re one of them?’ 
 
     Giura smiled, but said nothing. 
 
     ‘And you expect me to believe that?’ 
 
     Giura nodded and took a mouthful of coffee. ‘Again, I’ll draw your attention to the fact that you aren’t shackled to a dungeon wall.’ 
 
     ‘What do you have in mind then?’ 
 
     ‘Glad you asked. There’s a girl I know. Absolutely beautiful. Blonde hair, fair skin, turns heads everywhere she goes.’ 
 
     ‘I’m spoken for.’ Soren wondered what Giura’s point was. 
 
     Giura laughed. ‘So’s she. She turned one head in particular. The Duke’s.’ 
 
     Intriguing, but the fact that Amero kept mistresses was nothing new. 
 
     ‘A few months ago, he set her up in an apartment and he visits her once a week. Same day, same time. Every week.’ 
 
     Knowing where he would be and when he would be there was something, Soren conceded, but it didn’t an assassination make. ‘And you have a plan?’ 
 
     ‘Of sorts,’ Giura said. ‘There are always four men with him. They check her apartment before he goes in, wait outside until he’s done. Her apartment is on the ground floor and the windows are barred. Once he’s in there, the front door is the only way back out.’ 
 
     ‘You want me to go in and kill him?’ 
 
     ‘I expect you want to go in and kill him, I just want to facilitate the meeting. That it’s complementary to my own desires is by the way. In any event, I’m no match for him with a sword. From what I’ve been told, and what I’ve seen, you won’t even break a sweat cleaving him in two. It’s perhaps the only chance we’ll have to get him alone, so we need to be sure that whoever is with him can get the job done.’ 
 
     It was exactly the opportunity that Soren had been looking for, but there was more to it than simply kicking in the door and running Amero through. There was always more to it. 
 
     ‘The guards. I won’t be able to deal with them quickly enough to get to Amero before he realises what’s happening and gets away.’ 
 
     ‘No, you won’t. We’ll need a distraction for that, so you can slip into the house without any bother.’ 
 
     ‘A few extra blades’ll be able to take care of that. Can you arrange them?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘No,’ Giura said. ‘I can’t use anyone from the Grey Tower for obvious reasons. I’m known in the circles where I would be hiring from so that’s out too. It would filter back to the Grey Tower and someone would start asking questions. Me doing it would draw too much attention to risk. I can provide funds however.’ 
 
     ‘So I have to do that too,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘I think that would be for the best. You’re a relative unknown in the city. I can make sure you stay that way. Do we have a deal?’ 
 
     ‘Do I have any choice?’ 
 
     Giura smiled. 
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     Byarsham was relieved to find his remaining trainees for the Duke alive and well. The thought of having to start over again was more than he could bear. They were progressing well, and each was kept in isolation. They had no idea one of their number had gone missing, nor could they reveal the location of any of the others. It was one of the Duke’s stipulations, to maintain the secrecy of what they were doing. He had been careful to make light of how afraid he was of public opinion when he invited the Twelve to Ostenheim. It made operating more difficult than they had anticipated, but they were still freer than they ever would be in the East. 
 
     He sat in the antechamber to the Duke’s office to make his report. It was amusing how the Duke kept him waiting each time they were due to meet. Still, he was paying for Byarsham’s time, so if he was content to waste it then Byarsham would take his money for it. Finally a servant appeared and led him through the double doors into the Duke’s office. 
 
     ‘Sit. Report,’ Amero said. He didn’t stand, or look in Byarsham’s direction. 
 
     Byarsham had to swallow to quell any emotion. Perhaps mastery of his anger wasn’t quite as complete as he had thought. ‘One of the apprentices is missing. His apartment was ransacked and two grimoires are also missing.’ 
 
     This warranted Amero’s full attention. ‘What do you mean, missing?’ His voice wavered with anger. 
 
     Byarsham was uncertain if the Duke wanted to appear intimidating, but all Byarsham could do was wonder how Amero’s voice would sound if his body was engulfed in fire. It was a tempting notion, but not one he could entertain for the time being. 
 
     ‘As in no longer to be found,’ Byarsham said. ‘I have no idea where he is. If he is alive or dead. I suggest the most useful approach is to consider him permanently lost.’ 
 
     The veins on Amero’s forehead throbbed. ‘Which one?’ 
 
     ‘The best of them, unfortunately. A man named Nerli.’ 
 
     ‘Could he have, I don’t know, blown himself up?’ Amero said. 
 
     ‘Possible, but unlikely. There was nothing in his apartment to suggest a magical accident.’ 
 
     ‘What happened then?’ 
 
     Byarsham felt a flush of temper again. Perhaps he should return home and allow one of his brothers to continue this work. ‘If I were to speculate, I would say your Intelligenciers happened upon him. He was too powerful to be killed by misfortune during a robbery or suchlike. It would have taken well-trained men with a common purpose.’ 
 
     ‘What makes you so sure it was the Intelligenciers?’ 
 
     ‘There is no way to know for certain. But I think it the most likely answer. Happily it is a situation easily avoided in future. Rein in your mage hunters.’ 
 
     Amero squirmed. ‘I can’t.’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
     ‘Don’t you fucking talk down to me!’ Amero stood, placing both hands on the desk. 
 
     Amero had shown Byarsham contempt and flashes of anger before, but never so overtly. Perhaps the incinerating ball of fire wasn’t so distant an eventuality after all. Byarsham wondered if he would be able to take control of a city alone, and then pacify it. Probably not. And then there were the Fount-Bloods to consider. They wouldn’t sit idly by once they knew something was going on. He took a deep breath and told himself to be patient. 
 
     ‘I apologise,’ Byarsham said, evenly. 
 
     ‘Don’t forget your fucking place,’ Amero said, his voice controlled now. He sat back down. ‘If I call the Intelligenciers off, it will only draw attention to what we’re doing. You’ll have to deal with it. That’s what I pay you for. I can have a list of the active mage hunters drawn up for you; not all Intelligenciers do that type of work. Kill the lot of them for all I care. Their days are numbered anyway.’ 
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     ‘He’s going to be a problem, my Lord,’ Emeric said, as he stepped from his concealment. 
 
     ‘You know, Emeric,’ Amero said, rubbing his face with his hands. ‘I’m beginning to think you’re right. As soon as he’s trained my men, I think it would be best if you kill him.’ 
 
     Emeric was relieved that his master was starting to come around to his way of thinking, but it only addressed part of his worry. He may have seen the need to kill the eastern mage, but he still wanted mages of his own. Emeric didn’t want to consider his chances for killing the mage. Not until he had to. It would be easier said than done. 
 
     ‘Would it not be better to do it now? Before we let anyone else learn his sorcery.’ 
 
     ‘No. I need what they have to offer. The old emperors couldn’t hold their empire together without magic, and it’s no different now. It’s why no country has achieved lasting dominance over another ever since. When they are ready, we’ll dispose of Byarsham, and the others will be my creatures. I’ll control them and use them as I see fit. We’ll be sure they don’t develop an independent streak, like our eastern friend.’ 
 
     ‘Doesn’t the power and the independence go hand in hand? Will you ever be able to control them?’ 
 
     Amero looked at him and Emeric could tell that he was stretching his master’s patience, an increasingly easy thing to do those days. The pressures of rule weighed heavily on him. 
 
     ‘Perhaps they should be introduced to the pleasures of dream seed. It will give us more leverage over them if it’s needed,’ Amero said. 
 
     Emeric felt his stomach twist. Letting anyone get away with sorcery was bad, actively promoting it was worse, but addicting someone with that power to dream seed was madness. Unpredictable and powerful were not two qualities that Emeric was comfortable seeing combined. The power of sorcery alone was enough to make him more than uncomfortable. How could he convince his master to abandon this insanity? 
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     The Duke’s list was more useful than Byarsham had expected. There were several hundred Intelligenciers in the city, but no more than a dozen were dedicated to the eradication of magery. Until Byarsham’s arrival, it seemed that they had done a good job. Beyond his apprentices, the most powerful use of magic he had seen in the city was an idiot in an alleyway off a square conjuring up flashes of light and uninspiring cracks and pops. Calling on the power of thunder and lightning indeed. If it hadn’t been so pathetic and offensive, Byarsham might actually have been amused. 
 
     He was curious to see what a mage hunter in the west looked like. In the east they were all members of the royal family, distant enough to need to work for a living but close enough to be Fount-Blooded, and for their resistance to magic to remain strong. They were dangerous adversaries, and a dozen of them would be far more than Byarsham could handle. However, he had no reason to believe their Ostian counterparts were Fount-Bloods. 
 
     When Byarsham spotted the first Intelligencier, the only similarity he noticed was the air of superiority. Laws and bureaucrats had given him power over his fellow men and he wore it ostentatiously. Dressed all in black, the Intelligencier cut a foreboding figure—but there was nothing about him that concerned Byarsham. He showed no signs of possessing any ability that would cause Byarsham difficulty. He couldn’t even tell when a mage was following him. 
 
     His task would have been easier were it not for the fact that he was still hopeful of retrieving his grimoire, and that meant questioning and applying pressure before killing. 
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     Byarsham followed the Intelligencier from his domicile toward their headquarters, an ugly grey stone tower surrounded by an equally unattractive wall. He was told it had been built to defend the other riverbank when the city was small and took up only the area now known as Oldtown. Some creative genius called it the Grey Tower and that was what it was known as. 
 
     Byarsham had already followed the Intelligencier the day before, scouting the route. There was a lane that provided a shortcut on the route, and that was where Byarsham decided to strike. Killing with magic was a curious experience, and one known to carry with it the potential to corrupt the most focussed of minds. There was something about it that tugged at the chaotic, feral nature of both man and the Fount that threatened to overwhelm intellect and reason. One always had to be careful when taking a life, for fear of losing one’s own and being left a savage creature addicted to death, and the visceral stimulation it provided. 
 
     He followed the Intelligencier into the lane. 
 
     ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘A moment of your time please.’ 
 
     The Intelligencier stopped and turned, regarding Byarsham with a curious look. Byarsham knew his appearance had that effect. 
 
     Byarsham flicked his hand to the left and the Intelligencier was lifted from his feet and slammed against the wall. He remained there, pinned by an invisible force. Byarsham approached and scrutinised the man. The symbol of the Intelligenciers was engraved on the buckle of his sword belt, and on the hilts of his dagger and sword. He had the right man. 
 
     ‘Tell me, did you take a notebook from the apartment of a man, a mage, several nights ago?’ 
 
     ‘I don’t know what in hells you’re talking about,’ the Intelligencier said. His voice was strained, as though there was a great weight on his chest. 
 
     Byarsham had never been on the receiving end of the magic he was using, but he expected that the effect would be much like holding the recipient in place with huge pressure. 
 
     Byarsham studied the Intelligencier for any trace of dissembling. He was sweating profusely, terrified, his superior air having departed him, along with the contents of his bladder. 
 
     ‘No, I don’t think you do. A pity,’ Byarsham said. It was too much to hope for to expect to recover the grimoire on his first attempt. He made a fist and pulled it back, slowly at first then with more force. 
 
     The Intelligencier gasped and his eyes rolled back in his head. A glowing blue mist aggregated around his form for a moment before it dispersed into oblivion. It was rare that Byarsham saw the Fount in its physical incarnation, so inured had he become over his decades of exposure to it. Seeing it would never cease to please him. 
 
     Byarsham released his previous spell and allowed the corpse to drop to the ground, and continued on his way. He was a little fatigued, a consequence of not practicing his science as often as he would at home. The exercise provided by the mage takers should assist in restoring him to his former strength, but that was only one concern put to rest. He wanted his grimoire back. Its creation was laborious and demanding, its loss embarrassing. 
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     ‘This is a list of a few groups of bravos around the city. I’ve not worked with any of them, but they’re all reliable and come recommended.’ Giura slid the list across the table to Soren. 
 
     Soren took the note and scanned it. There were a half dozen names and addresses that would take a day or so to investigate. They were sitting in the coffee house, but as on the previous occasion, no one took any notice of them. ‘Any particular preference?’ 
 
     ‘None. I’m sure they’re all much the same. They don’t need to be able to win a fight, just start one and cause a distraction. I included a few extra in case any of them aren’t available.’ 
 
     In times of peace, and in times of criminal prosperity, there tended to be large numbers of out of work soldiers, thugs and even bannerets who weren’t able to find work elsewhere. They usually congregated and loitered in taverns, where they were available for hire; to pad out an aristocrat’s retinue for a specific engagement, to deal with the dirty work they didn’t want their own men to be involved with. 
 
     ‘What do I tell them?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Anything you like, but this might work. There’s a dressmaker’s shop on the ground floor of the building next door. Tell them you work for the dressmaker; that Amero’s bodyguards are thugs extorting the shop. Say you want them cleared off and given a bloody nose.’ 
 
     Soren nodded. ‘Could work.’ 
 
     ‘So long as they don’t know they’re helping assassinate the Duke, I doubt any one of them’ll give a damn about believing the story you spin them, so long as the money’s good.’ 
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     As Giura had said, one bunch of bravos was very much the same as another. He arranged them in order of convenience and set out from his inn, hopeful that the first group he called on would fit the bill. The first carried with them an interesting name, which was the main reason they were at the top of Soren’s list; The Pepper Canister Lane Bravos. The tavern they patronised was on the lane of the same name in Docks, which was so called due to it once having been home to the largest pepper importer in the city. The warehouse referred to as the ‘Pepper Canister’ was long gone, but the name remained. 
 
     Soren went into the tavern and straight to the bar. 
 
     ‘I’m looking for Captain Alvery.’ 
 
     The bartender looked at Soren suspiciously before he nodded to a table surrounded by exactly the type of men Soren was looking for. Soren walked over. ‘Captain Alvery?’ 
 
     One of the men looked up from his mug of ale. ‘Who’s asking?’ 
 
     He had the look of a banneret about him, but one who had seen better days. 
 
     ‘I am,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘What d’you want him for?’ 
 
     ‘I’ll tell him that,’ Soren said. 
 
     The man looked Soren up and down. ‘Captain Alvery, and the Pepper Canister Lane Bravos, at your service.’ He stood and made a gesture around the table. ‘What can we do for you?’ 
 
     ‘I need to hire some men.’ 
 
     ‘Well, you’ve found some. What do you need us for?’ 
 
     ‘My employer has a bit of a problem.’ 
 
     ‘You look like the type of man more than well equipped to deal with problems,’ Alvery said. ‘Why would you need us?’ 
 
     ‘Well, there’s four of them. Too many for me on my own.’ 
 
     ‘So you’ll be with us then?’ 
 
     ‘After a fashion. I’ll deal with their boss. The one extorting my employer. I just want you to keep his thugs off my back while I do.’ 
 
     ‘Well then, assuming the price is right, you have your bravos. We can’t abide by an employer who won’t get his hands dirty. Can we, lads?’ 
 
     There was a rousing agreement from the others at the table. It seemed they had little else to do than drink and were well in their cups. Hopefully that wouldn’t be the case on the day they were needed. Still, even drunk they could provide the distraction Soren needed. They would be the ones to suffer. 
 
     A price was agreed, and they would wait at the tavern for Soren’s call. 
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     After sending Soren out to hire some bravos, Giura returned to the Grey Tower to check if any new information on his mage problem had turned up. Ordinarily he preferred to be responsible for his own intelligence gathering, but he was at a complete dead end and would be grateful for any hints that anyone else picked up. 
 
     His office was at the end of a long corridor in the Grey Tower, along which the offices of all the Intelligenciers involved in mage taking were located. At the entrance to the corridor, a clerk sat at a desk keeping an eye on everyone who went in and out. It could never be described as a hive of activity, but there was usually something going on; some signs of life. 
 
     ‘Quiet in here today, isn’t it?’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘Four over-dues,’ the clerk said, without looking up from his desk. 
 
     He didn’t sound concerned. He didn’t sound like he gave a damn one way or the other, but it was unusual. Not for someone to be late reporting in, but for so many to be late at the same time. Every Intelligencier had to report in at regular intervals. The nature of their work could place them in danger so the Tower liked to keep track of everyone. Giura nodded and continued on to his office. Every few days, each Intelligencier added whatever new information from his own files that they felt was relevant to a communal dossier. That was where he was hoping to find something that might be of use. 
 
     He sat at his desk for a few minutes and realised that he had nothing to add to his own files. All his efforts for the past few days had been directed toward his private goals, and he knew putting off his other problem for such a long time had been a bad idea. The already cool trail would now have grown colder. With nothing else to do, he went to check the dossier. It hadn’t been updated in several days, which set Giura to thinking. 
 
     He went back out to the clerk. 
 
     ‘When will the next mage taker fall overdue?’ 
 
     The clerk looked at his register. ‘Three more will be overdue if they haven’t checked in by the end of the day.’ 
 
     Giura raised his eyebrows. ‘Three more?’ 
 
     ‘Yes,’ the clerk said, double-checking his register. 
 
     Four was noteworthy, seven was alarming. What in hells was going on? 
 
     ‘Has the Commandant been notified?’ 
 
     ‘Protocol doesn’t require that until tomorrow,’ the clerk said, a hint of boredom in his voice. 
 
     There was no reason for him to be alarmed; he was not privy to any of the investigations or the outbreak of magery. 
 
     ‘Tell the Commandant immediately,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘Problem?’ 
 
     ‘Possibly. Just do it.’ He went back to his office and sat, seeking the solitude to marshal his thoughts. A trip to the coffee house seemed likely. He had a bad feeling. Something told him that the over-due Intelligenciers were not going to show up. Something told him that the mage he had killed, and the mysterious eastern grimoire were involved. Perhaps he should put his plot against Amero on hold for a few weeks until he had gotten to the bottom of things. 
 
     Amero was a pox, but magery was a plague. Whatever was going on needed to be stopped fast, while there were still enough mage hunters left to do it. 
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     Byarsham watched the Intelligencier walk out of the Grey Tower, something he was doing nearly every day, occasionally more than once a day, and dropped in a few paces behind him; just far enough away not to be noticed. The street was busy so Byarsham would have to bide his time before making his move. Killing the Intelligencier would have to wait until it could be done more discreetly. 
 
     The Intelligencier continued to walk briskly until he turned abruptly and walked into a coffee house. It was not ideal, but it might provide the opportunity that he was looking for. Byarsham followed him and quickly surveyed his surroundings. A half dozen people sat around the room, none of them paying any attention to anything that did not concern them. Possibilities were running through his mind when the Intelligencier called Vallis Giura turned from the counter with a mug of coffee in his hand. 
 
     His eyes fixed on Byarsham for a moment, and Byarsham’s heart leaped into his throat. This was the only mage taker left, the only one who could have killed his apprentice, the only one who could have his grimoire. Could he know who Byarsham was? Could he be looking for him? A violent confrontation in a coffee house would ruin everything. 
 
     Giura nodded politely and took a seat at one of the vacant tables, turning his back to Byarsham. Byarsham breathed a sigh of relief, and made his way to the counter as inconspicuously as he could. To remain without doing as the others were would seem odd. As Byarsham ordered a mug of coffee, something he had never tried before, he realised how perfect the situation was. He could sit, enjoy the foreign delicacy, pull the life from the Intelligencier’s body as he sat and be streets away before anyone realised that the man sitting by a mug of cold coffee was dead. The grimoire could then be collected from his possessions at Byarsham’s convenience. 
 
     He turned from the counter and looked at Giura, who was oblivious to his being there. Byarsham sat where he could keep an eye on him without being noticed. He took a sip of the coffee. It was interesting but not something he would miss when he was finally able to return home. 
 
     The desire for cultural experience satisfied, it was time to turn his thoughts to less pleasant matters. He focussed his thoughts on Giura and clenched his fist. Another man walked into the coffee house and sat down next to Giura. Byarsham released his fist and let his breath out with a frustrated hiss. 
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     Soren sat next to Giura without getting himself a coffee. He noticed a strange looking man sitting a few tables over, but tried not to stare. ‘The bravos are awaiting my word,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Which ones did you go for,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘Pepper Canister Lane.’ 
 
     ‘They’re up to the job?’ 
 
     ‘I think so. Does it matter?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘No, I suppose not. Will they be ready tomorrow?’ 
 
     ‘I expect so. They don’t seem to have much else to do.’ 
 
     ‘Fine. Tomorrow then,’ Giura said. 
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     There were individuals who dal Lupard would rather not have to reacquaint himself with, but he was rapidly running out of avenues to investigate. His old networks of informants were gone, and everyone at the Grey Tower was at best obstructive. 
 
     There was one man who might be of use, however. He had fallen even farther than dal Lupard, and dangling the prospect of some form of restitution before him might be all it took to secure his help. 
 
     Tracking down his old comrade-in-conspiracy was harder than he expected. Dal Lupard’s own fall had been swift and painful, but Balcio Kastor’s was swifter, deeper and far more painful; for him at least. From General to Marshal of Ostia to nobleman to bitter old man living in a rat-infested apartment in a poor neighbourhood. His name was so sullied people would not have believed him if he told them the sky was blue. Ironically it was probably the only thing that had kept him alive. 
 
     Kastor had plenty of information that Amero would rather never saw the light of day, but his disgrace was so severe there was nothing he could say that would harm anyone. It would be viewed as the spiteful vitriol of a national embarrassment. The man who had led fifteen thousand Ostians to their death. The man who had enjoyed a silver service lunch in the safety of his campaign tent while all those sons of Ostia were slaughtered in the Ruripathian mud, even though dal Lupard knew that particular tale to be untrue. 
 
     The tales vilified Kastor to such a degree that they barely stopped short of him having killed all those men himself. A shame for such an illustrious career to end in a mire. He would have been better off staying loyal to the old duke. Perhaps there was a higher force exacting a natural justice on poor old Kastor. Perhaps the same could be said for himself, although even Venter was preferable to what had become of Kastor. 
 
     Dal Lupard knocked on the door, and looked around while he waited. It was the type of neighbourhood where one’s purse wouldn’t stay on one’s belt for very long without vigilance. 
 
     The door opened and Kastor looked at dal Lupard in silence, with no trace of emotion on his face. The misfortune of recent times weighed heavily on him. He had lost weight and seemed to have aged a decade since dal Lupard had last seen him. 
 
     ‘Come to gloat?’ Kastor said. 
 
     ‘Far from it. May I come in?’ 
 
     Kastor stepped to the side and gestured into the apartment. Dal Lupard took the invitation and entered. 
 
     ‘What brings you to my palatial abode?’ Kastor said, his voice dripping with bitterness. 
 
     ‘I need your help.’ 
 
     Kastor laughed as he followed dal Lupard into the sparsely furnished living room. ‘What? Need someone to take the blame for something? I’ve shouldered as much as I can, so you’ve come to the wrong place.’ 
 
     ‘I need to find someone in the city. My old resources are no longer available. I understand you still have some connections among the old soldiers.’ 
 
     ‘Why would I bother my arse helping you?’ 
 
     Dal Lupard menacingly raised an eyebrow, more from old habits than out of any intention to threaten. 
 
     Kastor picked up on it straight away. ‘Hah!’ The laugh came out like a bark; harsh and humourless. ‘Waking up every day in this dump is worse torture than anything you and your chums in the Grey Tower could come up with.’ 
 
     ‘That’s not what I meant, Balcio. I can’t promise you all the things that you’ve lost, but if my plan works you’ll have enough to start again somewhere else in luxury.’ 
 
     ‘I’m listening.’ 
 
     ‘I followed someone back to the city. I need to know who he really is, and where he is.’ 
 
     Kastor shrugged his shoulders. ‘That shouldn’t be so hard. Plenty of my old lads are still loyal, pass information back to me when I need it. How’s that going to help me?’ 
 
     ‘I think this one’s special. If he’s who I hope he is, the reward will be more than anything you could hope for. Even if it isn’t him, the man I’m following is a traitor, and that will mean a decent payoff.’ 
 
     ‘Who?’ 
 
     ‘He’s been calling himself “Massari”. I don’t think that’s his real name though. Something tells me his real name is Soren, and I understand you used to know him.’ 
 
     Kastor’s face broke into a wide smile and he nodded. ‘If it’s the same Soren. A bounty on him, you say? Why are you bringing this to me?’ 
 
     ‘No one will work with me. I have no contacts. No way to get the information I need. I reckoned you still have some pull in the city. Plenty of old soldiers around that are still loyal to you.’ 
 
     ‘Like I said, I’ve a few all right. What’s the deal?’ 
 
     ‘Twenty per cent of the bounty.’ 
 
     ‘Hah.’ That same barking laugh. ‘Fifty. And I’ll let you in on a little secret, something you can help me with.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard nodded. He wanted his position back as much as the money and he needed whatever help he could get. 
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     Amero’s mistress was installed in an apartment on the street that led down the steep part of the hill from Highgarden into Oldtown. A lane ran through the terrace of buildings, giving access to the yards at the back. Soren secreted himself there to lie in wait for the Duke and his entourage. 
 
     Giura had taken position in a building on the other side of the street, by a window on the top floor where he had a clear view of the mistress’s apartment and up the hill in the direction of Highgarden. The Pepper Canister Lane Bravos, six of them in all, had gathered farther up the street, disguised as workmen about to start the renovation of a storefront. The disguise was Soren’s idea, and he hoped that it was adequate. He never had any difficulty in identifying fighting men, and if Amero’s guards were any good they wouldn’t either. Still, nobody could fight forever and labouring was a common occupation for those who had put their weapons down. 
 
     Soren had to remain out of sight until the bravos began their part, and was thus frustratingly blind to anything but the signals Giura made from his window. He stood waiting like a penny-paid assassin lurking in an alleyway—which he conceded was not far from the truth—trying to maintain his calm. It was difficult not to dwell on the fact that he would have a reckoning with Amero before the day was out. It had been such a long time coming, and there had been so many obstacles in the way that he had never had the opportunity to give much thought to what it would actually be like. 
 
     Amero had been the greatest influence on Soren’s life. He had spent countless hours watching him duel from the awning beams high above the Amphitheatre floor. He was Soren’s childhood hero, his idol. He had made him and he had tried to break him. In many regards Amero had succeeded in that. He had spent the last few years like a spectre in the back of Soren’s mind, sending trained killers after him. Soren never knew when the next assassin would come, or if Amero had finally tired of the chase and given up. In the next few moments all of that could be over. It would be like a weight lifted from his shoulders, and the thought alone was enough to make him feel completely different. 
 
     He pressed his back against the brick wall and took long, slow breaths. He was overcome with doubt. Could he defeat Amero? He was once hailed as the greatest swordsman ever to have lived. Soren was very good, very fast. He had the Gift. Was it enough? 
 
     Time was his enemy, and the waiting eroded his resolve. He woke that morning feeling strong, confident and of a single mind. Now he had time to think, to question everything, and it wasn’t good for him. He would have closed his eyes and forced his thoughts to something else were it not for his need to keep them on Giura’s window. 
 
     Each second seemed like a minute, each minute an hour. He tried everything he could think of to ignore the passage of time, but as pressure built in his bladder he came to realise that the passage of time had not been drawn out as a result of his anxiety—a good deal of it had passed. 
 
     Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, he peered around the corner and out into the street. He could see some movement outside the shop where the bravos were pretending to be workmen, and the regular traffic that was passing up and down. Of the Duke and his entourage, there was no sign at all. Soren looked up at Giura’s window but there was no movement, no signal. 
 
     The door to the building that Giura was in opened and he stepped out. He stared up the street for a moment before looking to Soren and shrugging. Did that mean they were quitting for the day? Would they try again? 
 
     Deciding that their attempt was most likely over for that day, Soren walked across the street to Giura. ‘What’s going on?’ he said. 
 
     ‘No idea. I’ve been watching him come here for months. I’ve watched him visit all his mistresses, but this is the only one he calls on every week at the same time. Something else must have happened. Maybe he has a headache.’ He laughed, but it did nothing for the deflation and disappointment Soren was feeling. 
 
     ‘Send the bravos home and go back to your inn. I’ll find out what’s going on and let you know,’ Giura said. ‘There’s no point in hanging around here any longer. We can try again next week. 
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     Kastor waited by the window of his little apartment with the impatient need of an addict awaiting his next fix. Even without the money Soren was supposed to bring him, Kastor was not without resources. Indeed, he was a resourceful man. A dozen campaigns, hundreds of battles, and in his youth, dozens of personal combats, had taught him many things. They had also taught the men still loyal to him many things. They were the best of men—good, loyal lads. 
 
     He might not be able to tear Amero from his palace at the head of a triumphant army, restored to his position of honour as a liberator from tyranny, but that did not mean he couldn’t have the bastard cut down on the street to die like a common pauper. Kastor’s only regret was that he wouldn’t be there to witness it himself. The dream of an old soldier, of glory at the head of an army and of blood splattered banners flapping on the breeze, would not be his, but when the deed was done he would be sure that everyone knew that it was he, General Balcio Kastor who had freed the people from the Duke’s abuses. 
 
     His impatience increased as the men did not return, long after the appointed hour. Like as not some of them had fallen—the Duke’s men were good—but death was one of the costs of war as Amero had declared on the day he cast Kastor out into the cold. With luck, Amero was bleeding out on the street, and there was no cause for concern. He had absolute confidence in the men he had sent. Or he did, when he sent them out. 
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     Kastor had fallen asleep at some point in the afternoon, because he was woken by knocking at the door. Despite the nap, he was emotionally exhausted and felt drained. It took him a moment to compose his thoughts enough to receive a visitor. His occasional servant, an old adjutant, answered the door and led the visitor through to Kastor. Dal Lupard. 
 
     As ever, it was impossible to read dal Lupard’s face. He had mastered keeping his thoughts and emotions entirely to himself. He was not the type of man Kastor enjoyed dealing with. 
 
     ‘What can I do for you, Pierfranco? I didn’t think we were due to meet for another few days.’ 
 
     ‘We weren’t. Not until your men had located Soren. Have they done it yet?’ 
 
     ‘Not quite yet. They’ve had other things occupying their attention, but they’re on it now,’ Kastor said. ‘We know where he was, so it shouldn’t take much longer.’ 
 
     ‘You understand what it is we’re trying to do here?’ dal Lupard said. 
 
     Kastor did, but beyond the recovery of the funds Soren had brought to Ostenheim their objectives were entirely different. Dal Lupard wanted to be restored to his former position. Kastor wanted Amero dead. Getting rich in the process was an attractive bonus worth pursuing, but he would rather die in poverty knowing Amero had met a violent end than see out his days in luxury while Amero still lived. He was also keen to see Soren, arrogant little shit that he was, get his comeuppance. 
 
     ‘I do,’ Kastor said. 
 
     ‘Then why the fuck did you try to have Amero killed today?’ dal Lupard screamed, his face betraying emotion for the first time. 
 
     Kastor had been shouted at many times, often by men who were attempting to kill him. A few harsh words did little to stir him. ‘Those plans were in place before we met. I wasn’t in a position to call a halt to them at this late stage.’ A lie, but it would do for dal Lupard. 
 
     ‘My patience has limits, Kastor. And for drunken old has-beens, it’s even more limited.’ 
 
     They both looked at the empty bottle on the table. Kastor couldn’t remember finishing it. He must have drained it before he fell asleep. 
 
     Kastor had never thought of dal Lupard as a man of action, more of a poisonous back-room plotter. As an Officer of Intelligenciers, he must have been a banneret—he wore a rapier sometimes—but in all their time of acquaintance, Kastor had never seen him draw his blade. To find dal Lupard had drawn and skewered him before he had even noticed him move was something of a surprise. 
 
     ‘The Duke was right to cast you to the wolves,’ dal Lupard said. ‘You outlived your usefulness years ago. If you had any pride at all you’d have fallen on your sword at Hohnbach. Better that than… this.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard pulled his sword free and Kastor fell to the ground. He saw dal Lupard watching him as he lay there, bleeding onto the dirty, threadbare rug that covered the floor. It was only the second time he had seen emotion on dal Lupard’s face. Contempt this time. It was a sad final sight for a hero of Ostenheim. 
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     ‘He was attacked on the road to her house,’ Giura said. ‘A half dozen mercenaries. They put up a good fight by all accounts, but a City Watch patrol was passing and they were able to raise the alarm and get the Duke to safety while his bodyguard held them off. The survivors were executed the same day.’ 
 
     It had been a few days since Soren had last seen Giura. He had advised that they lay low for a while after their failed attempt, and Soren thought it wise. There was no reason to believe there was any suspicion of their plot, but the City Watch and Intelligenciers would be on high alert for a few days, so it was better to remain invisible until that subsided. 
 
     ‘A setback,’ Soren said, eager for the plan to be carried out as they had discussed, eager for it to be a success. ‘I know Amero. I’m sure he’ll be back for his rut next week.’ 
 
     ‘I’m not so sure. He’s gone to ground since this happened. Hasn’t left the palace and has doubled the guard. If he keeps this up, there’s no way we can get to him.’ 
 
     ‘There must be some way,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Not while things remain as they are.’ 
 
     ‘How long must we wait?’ 
 
     ‘There’s no way to tell. At least until he finds out who was behind it and even then I expect he will increase his bodyguard.’ 
 
     ‘The longer I stay in the city, the more chance there is that I’ll be discovered. There’s a possibility that there are assassins looking for me as we speak. That could ruin everything.’ 
 
     ‘I’ll see what other opportunities there might be,’ Giura said, ‘but there’s something else that demands my attention before then and that can’t be avoided.’ 
 
     ‘Like what?’ 
 
     ‘It’s not your concern, but I can’t put it off any longer. Even with a best-case scenario, we’ll have to wait a week until Amero calls on his mistress again. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for options, but we have to be patient.’ 
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     Soren left the coffee house with the intention of returning to his inn. He was spending an increasing amount of time there, sitting in his room out of fear that each time he stepped outside, he was increasing the risk of being recognised, and having any chance of successfully getting to Amero dashed. 
 
     As always, he took a circuitous route to allow him to identify any potential pursuers before he headed directly toward his destination. Giura getting the jump on him had increased his vigilance. Wandering around so many backstreets carried with it the added danger of being mugged, but with the mood he was in he would have welcomed the opportunity for violence. 
 
     He had not gone far when the captain of the Pepper Canister Lane Bravos stepped out in front of him. Soren cast a glance over his shoulder to see two more were standing behind him. 
 
     ‘Something I can help you with, Captain Alvery?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘As it happens, there is,’ Alvery said. ‘I was standing in Crossways the other day, listening to the crier. All the talk was about the attack on the Duke. He was heading toward the street we were on when it happened, no other way he could have been going. I went back to have another look, just to be sure, y’see.’ 
 
     Soren gently shifted his weight to the balls of his feet as discreetly as he could. 
 
     ‘That shop you said was being renovated. The one your employer was being extorted on. The one you had us pretend to work on. It’s derelict. No one there. I asked around. Ain’t been a shop there for months. Old owner died. Same fella who told me that told me that the Duke’s favourite mistress lives next door. Got me to thinking.’ 
 
     ‘I doubt that’s your strong suit, Captain.’ Soren wondered how quickly he could draw his sword. The hilt was inconveniently tangled with his cloak—a sloppy thing to allow happen, unforgivable for a banneret. 
 
     ‘No, steel was always my strong suit. It’s served me well enough so far.’ 
 
     ‘What’s your point?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Well, I put things together, and I reckon you were planning on having us kill the Duke.’ 
 
     Soren laughed incredulously. ‘If I was planning on killing the Duke, I’d have hired better than you,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘And yet hire us you did.’ Captain Alvery paused. ‘Don’t get me wrong, we’re not here to do you harm. Our only complaint is, you didn’t pay us enough for a duke, y’see.’ 
 
     ‘You want money?’ 
 
     Alvery smiled and nodded. ‘What else?’ 
 
     Soren sighed. ‘What’s the alternative?’ 
 
     ‘The City Watch, the Duke’s Guard, the name of the inn you’re staying at. All interesting little things that get far more interesting when you put ‘em together.’ 
 
     ‘How much?’ 
 
     ‘I think ten thousand crowns is the going rate for a duke.’ 
 
     Soren laughed ironically. ‘You must think I’m an idiot. We weren’t after the Duke anyway.’ 
 
     ‘Keep telling yourself that. When the Watch come looking for you, maybe they’ll believe you.’ 
 
     ‘Do you really think I’ve ten thousand crowns?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘No. But you’re going to have to find as much of it as you can. By the end of the week. And when we see what you have, we’ll decide what we’re going to do with you.’ 
 
     Soren considered drawing and trying to kill them there and then, but with two men behind him, and a fold of his cloak wrapped around the hilt of his sword, discretion seemed the wiser route. 
 
     ‘I’ll see what I can put together,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘You do that. One week, and we better like what you come up with.’ 
 
     Captain Alvery nodded to the two men behind Soren and they all turned and left, leaving Soren feeling as though he should have taken his chances with his tangled sword and killed them. He never liked putting off until tomorrow what could be done today. But one thing was for certain: Captain Alvery and his men would be getting no more money. 
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     Dal Lupard didn’t regret killing Balcio Kastor. He did however regret the inconvenience that it caused him. Kastor had confirmed that Soren was in the city, but had yet to locate him. Dal Lupard still had no confirmation that Massari and Soren were one and the same, but Kastor had indicated Soren arrived in the city around the same time that Massari would have. Dal Lupard maintained his belief that they were the same person, and each new piece of information that came his way seemed to confirm it. At that point, however, it was unimportant. If they were not the same person, it was Massari’s lucky day. Soren was dal Lupard’s target now, one way or the other. He was too good an opportunity to pass up. That he had brought a significant sum of money with him to aid Kastor’s cabal only sweetened the proposition. There was no need for anyone else to know about that. After all, the Duke only wanted Soren. 
 
     With Kastor dead, his remaining men had scattered before the wind and dal Lupard was once again limited in his ability to gather fresh information. It was time consuming, but Kastor’s botched assassination attempt proved to be something of a blessing. All energies were now directed toward ensuring the Duke’s safety, which meant those who would otherwise have questioned dal Lupard’s return to the city were now occupied elsewhere. It gave him more freedom than he had expected, but it would not last forever, and he was growing ever more frustrated at how difficult it was to find Soren. 
 
     It was demeaning to have to go out onto the streets and do the hard work himself. Something he’d not had to undertake since he was a young Intelligencier, building up his network of contacts. He thought of the potential reward if he managed to bring Soren in. Everything that he had lost and more. 
 
     There was nothing gained in putting off the inevitable. No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t think of any more resources available to him that would save the bother of doing the donkeywork himself. When he finally caught up with Soren, he would be sure to have his frustrations taken out on him, by someone else of course. There was also the nature of the insult he had caused at the theatre in Voorn. For that, dal Lupard decided that he would condescend to mete out that punishment himself. 
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     Soren waited on the square to meet Captain Alvery. The week had passed with little news from Giura, other than to indicate he was still working on it and would be in touch when he had something worth pursuing. It was frustrating to have to wait, even more so having to wait in almost complete seclusion. With the additional security and vigilance in the city since the attempt on Amero’s life, Soren knew that he was running the slight risk of being identified by someone unfriendly to him each time he went out in daylight. Nonetheless, there were some things that could not be avoided and the business with Alvery was one of them. It needed to be cleared up by the time their next chance to get at Amero arrived. 
 
     He spotted Captain Alvery and two of the Pepper Canister Lane Bravos walking across the square toward him. They had arranged to meet on one of the many smaller squares that littered the city to discuss the final payment of the hush money the bravos were demanding. 
 
     ‘Got my money?’ Captain Alvery said, as he sauntered over. 
 
     ‘No. I’ve got some requirements first.’ 
 
     ‘What?’ 
 
     ‘I want all your lads there when I hand over the money. I don’t want you skipping with the lot, and telling them I never paid.’ 
 
     ‘Trying to get us all in the one place?’ Alvery’s eyes narrowed. 
 
     ‘Trying to make sure I don’t have a bunch of angry bravos coming looking for their money after I’ve already paid it.’ 
 
     Alvery smiled. ‘You’re a clever one.’ 
 
     ‘I like to think so,’ Soren said, hopeful that his explanation would be sufficient to convince the bravo. 
 
     ‘I’ll agree, so long as I choose the location. I’m not having my lads boxed up in a warehouse that mysteriously gets burned to the ground while we’re still inside.’ 
 
     ‘Fine. So long as it’s not anything ridiculous, I can agree to that.’ 
 
     ‘Good, we’re all settled then. When will you have it?’ 
 
     ‘I’ll be ready tomorrow.’ 
 
     ‘Tomorrow it is then.’ He gave Soren an appraising look. ‘The Salt Mercers’ warehouse in Docks. Do you know it?’ 
 
     Pepper, salt, Soren wondered if Alvery was aware of the irony. ‘I know where it is.’ 
 
     ‘There, at noon tomorrow,’ Alvery said. 
 
     Soren nodded and made to leave. 
 
     ‘One more thing,’ Alvery said. 
 
     Soren stopped and looked back over his shoulder, hand resting on the hilt of his sword. 
 
     ‘Where are you getting the money?’ 
 
     ‘Does it really matter?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘Maybe I should have asked for more.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe you should have.’ Soren walked away. 
 
     That confirmed to him that this payment would only be the start. Captain Alvery would come back looking for more, over and over. Killing him and his men was the only way. But for a greedy nature they could all have continued with their lives as though nothing had happened. Now, they would learn the true reward of that greed. 
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     Watching the comings and goings from the palace was at least interesting, and often very informative. Giura did it frequently, often taking his lunch to his favourite vantage point. It told him many things. Who was in favour, who was not, what the Duke would be having for dinner, whether he was in a good mood or bad. All these things could be gleaned from the people that came and went, and from the expressions on their faces. 
 
     One man he had seen coming and going several times now, always in a hurry, always a harried expression on his face—as though he was delivering bad news in both directions. That was worth looking into further, at least to see where the other end of the man’s journey led, so Giura decided to follow. 
 
     Discovering new and intriguing things was one of the things that Giura loved about his job. He loved it all the more when people were trying their best to keep that thing secret. The messenger walked down the hill toward the city centre and crossed the bridge before turning into Bankers. Giura had heard rumours that the Duke had money troubles—most people had. Wars were an expensive business, and that was only the half of it. Giura had no idea how much the bribery and murder that must have been required to position him for the throne cost. Putting it at the same level as a war did not seem too farfetched, considering how much Giura reckoned had been done. 
 
     Money was not difficult to raise in a mercantile city like Ostenheim; there were at least a dozen major banks, and hundreds of smaller counting houses. For the sums that Amero would need, the choice was more limited. There was Kuyt and Valk, and Sherbane’s, but the most likely was Austorgas’ Banking Houses, the financial behemoth that straddled the Middle Sea. The heads of the houses of Austorgas were as powerful as any aristocrat, despite the fact that they had always eschewed any titles of nobility. 
 
     As he expected, the messenger entered Austorgas’ Banking House on Crossways, but by a discreet, almost invisible door on a side street. It was not unexpected to see messengers and money moving between Austorgas’ and the palace. A messenger making more than half a dozen trips in one day meant there was something more going on. It all added to Giura’s level of curiosity, and Giura was always happy to listen to his instincts. 
 
     They were an odd bunch, the Austorgas. The bank had been founded back in the hazy past, in the days of the Empire. They had spread to each of its cities, each new branch being founded by a child or grandchild of the bank’s founder. Each branch was ostensibly a separate entity, headed by a member of the family, so if one branch failed, it’s economic ruin would not pass to the other houses. In reality they were all one however, and whatever legal mechanisms they employed to limit their liabilities were there for that purpose alone. The interests were managed by a family council consisting of the manager of each of the seven main houses. None of the seven houses would make a major decision without the involvement of the council. Whatever it was, it would be in the interests of the House of Austorga, and no one else—certainly not the recipient of whatever monies were involved. 
 
     One member of the family reigned ascendant, elected from its ranks. He was referred to as The Austorga. He was considered the strongest and the wisest of them, the one to lead them through times of crises. Right now The Austorga was head of the Ventish house, or the Humberlander, Giura was neither sure nor particularly cared where he was from. What did matter was that he was old, past ninety and the competition was growing over which of the other six house heads would succeed him. The Ostenheim Austorga had to be a strong contender, and if Austorgas’ had lent Amero money, as they almost certainly had, then he would be the one at the cutting edge of a very major and precarious investment. One that could potentially bring down the Ostenheim house. 
 
     It piqued Giura’s interest. An ambitious Duke with big plans and bigger debts. An ambitious banker with outstanding loans that could bring his banking house down, or at the very least ruin its reputation. The more Giura thought about it, the greener the pasture seemed. There was potential here, great potential. Could the Ostenheim Austorga’s desires hold common ground with his own? 
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     Ten thousand crowns was an inconvenient amount of gold coin to haul around. It was heavy, and that many coins required a large container. Soren settled on a wooden coin chest; an old, battered one that had the look of the pay chests used to bring salaries out to the troops in the East during the Barbarian War, as it was often called. It was heavy too, all the more so when filled with lead. He had sprinkled a few handfuls of crowns across the top—nearly all the money he had left with him in Ostenheim—and enough to give the appearance that the chest was similarly filled if examined. He hoped it wouldn’t come to it, but they could buy him some time, which might be useful. 
 
     He hired two stevedores from the harbour to carry it for him to the warehouse in Docks where Captain Alvery and his men were to meet him, and he awaited their arrival. They strolled in, confident and arrogant, and one short by Soren’s count. 
 
     Captain Alvery walked up to Soren and nodded at the chest. 
 
     ‘That our money?’ 
 
     ‘What do you think?’ 
 
     Alvery smiled and leaned forward to open the chest. 
 
     ‘Hold it right there,’ Soren said. ‘The deal was that all your men would be here. I have you one short.’ 
 
     The men all laughed. 
 
     ‘That’d be Rombaldo. Got caught in a bed he shouldn’t ha’ been in. Took a bit of a beating. Won’t be doing much more than lying in his own for a few days yet. Don’t worry, the lads’ll see that he gets his share. Satisfied?’ 
 
     Soren stared at Captain Alvery with feigned suspicion. If Rombaldo knew that the others were going to collect their pay, and were then never seen again, like as not he’d think they’d cheated him and run off. Soren didn’t foresee a problem. He’d wait for Alvery to open the chest, then cut him down when he was distracted and deal with the others. 
 
     ‘Fine. Check it. There’s nine thousand there. All I could get.’ 
 
     Captain Alvery puffed out his cheeks and shook his head as though there was a problem. Then he smiled and leaned forward to open the chest. It was obvious that it was far more than they’d expected. 
 
     Soren watched as Alvery’s hand settled on the lid. He glanced at the others—they were all fixated on the chest. If he was quick, Soren reckoned he could get them all before any of them were even able to draw. 
 
     He heard the hinges of the chest squeal as Captain Alvery opened the lid. His eyes widened and his lips curled into a smile. He opened his mouth to say something, but could only gasp with shock and pain as Soren ran him through. 
 
     Soren kicked Alvery’s body off his sword and slashed it through the throat of a second bravo. A third, Soren ran through the chest as he fumbled to get his short sword free of its scabbard. Soren pulled his blade free and in the same movement slashed at a fourth who had managed to get his sword halfway out. Soren’s razor sharp rapier cleaved through bone and muscle with hardly an interruption. 
 
     The fifth and final member of the Pepper Canister Lane Bravos present froze where he stood, his hand on the hilt of his sword. He made no effort to draw it, seemingly resigned to his fate. Soren didn’t pause to consider morals or anything that might cause him hesitation. He stabbed him through the heart. It was as quick and painless a death as any penny-paid thug could ever hope for. Probably more than he deserved. 
 
     Soren shoved Alvery’s corpse off the chest with his boot, and opened it. He scooped up the coins and put them back in his purse. Only then did he turn to survey his grisly work, and put his mind to the task of cleaning it up. Making it all disappear. 
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     Every time Byarsham saw Giura in a place where his death would not draw attention, this other young man was with him. It was growing frustrating. Needless killing was, well, needless, and something Byarsham preferred to avoid. Not out of any moral sensibility; one average person was much like another—of little worth. It was the effort it required, and the strain it placed on his inner resolve—on the trained, controlled will within him that set him above other men. Taking a life lured a mage to the temptations and pleasures of chaos, anarchy and disorder. He had seen it happen; a former member of the Twelve had fallen, and the intoxicating joy of freedom from the bounds of logic led quickly to madness. It was a shameful thing, to allow a highly trained mind throw off the confines of control. The temptation was strong nonetheless, as though there were an insane, power lusting beast lurking in the mind of each man, waiting for the opportunity to take control. 
 
     That aside, he was impatient. Each day he waited was another day he had to pander to the Duke’s whims, so high and mighty and full of his own importance, blind to the fact that to Byarsham he was nothing more than an insect scrabbling to control the largest crumb. He had some vision, but not enough, nor the worth to achieve it. That was why the young man would die also. Byarsham would not wait any longer. The next occasion he saw the Intelligencier, he would kill him whether the young man was also there or not. The target first; his friend could be dealt with after. 
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     Soren was excited when Giura called at the inn to speak with him the day after he dealt with the bravos. Finally it seemed that he might have come upon something that would give them their opening to Amero. They were heading for Giura’s favoured coffee house, walking in silence. Soren was impatient to hear what Giura had to say, but knew that conversation was best left for more conducive surroundings. 
 
     ‘Gentlemen.’ 
 
     Soren and Giura both turned to the voice, the only sound in the otherwise quiet alley. At first Soren thought it was the final member of the Pepper Canister Lane Bravos, but as he processed the sound, he realised that the accent was unusual. The source of the voice was equally unusual. The feeling rippling across Soren’s skin was more so, but not unprecedented. 
 
     The speaker was slender, and his head had no trace of hair, not even eyelashes as best as Soren could see. While odd, one could have overlooked him on the streets—he did not stand out at first glance, but on closer inspection, his clothes were somewhat unusual, and coupled with his hairless head, piercing green eyes, sallow skin and the strange twinge of his accent, he seemed very strange indeed. 
 
     ‘Can I help you, sir?’ Giura said, his voice dripping with impatience. 
 
     ‘You can indeed.’ The man smiled, revealing a set of perfectly straight and brilliantly white teeth, contrasting sharply against the colour of his almost jaundiced skin. He moved his hand quickly and smoothly, his movements well practiced. 
 
     Giura flew through the air and slammed against the wall of the building behind him, where he remained pinned. It was as though a great gust of air had flushed down the street, but Soren—standing next to him—had felt nothing. And no gust of air could ever be that strong. Soren remained motionless, eyebrows raised and mouth agape in bemusement as he tried to make sense of what was happening. A mage? In Ostenheim? It was the only explanation he could come up with, but it seemed too far-fetched to believe. 
 
     The odd man kept his hands out in front of him, but relaxed and walked forward. His eyes flicked to Soren and his lips curled in a faint smile. ‘Believe me when I say, boy, running will do you no good.’ He turned his attention back to Giura. ‘I am hopeful that you are the source of my recent frustrations.’ 
 
     Giura groaned as he strained against whatever force was holding him against the wall, but he didn’t seem to be in any pain. ‘I’ve seen you before. In the coffee house. What the fuck do you want?’ 
 
     Giura seemed far less surprised by what was happening than Soren. His initial instinct was to draw steel and kill this assailant, but he wasn’t sure who the mage was after and if he had gone for Giura first by mistake. Could he actually be there for Soren? To protect the secret of the Library in Vellin-Ilora? Soren was confident he could deal with the mage, and quickly, when the need came. Until then he would give the mage a chance to reveal his intentions. 
 
     ‘Tell me,’ the mage said. ‘Did you visit an apartment in Bankers a few weeks ago, kill a man, and take two books, grimoires?’ 
 
     Giura’s eyes widened. ‘You.’ 
 
     ‘Excellent. Confirmation. I’d be obliged if you could tell me where the grimoires are, they do take a very long time to compile and I’d rather avoid having to do so again. I’ll find them anyway, but your assistance will make what is to come less painful.’ 
 
     ‘Fuck yourself,’ Giura said. 
 
     The mage laughed. ‘You westerners are such a mouthy lot. At least at home the rabble accept their fate when it comes to it. Let me put it like this. Tell me where the grimoires are, and I’ll make it quick and painless. Otherwise, believe me, I can introduce you to agony you would not have thought possible.’ 
 
     So, he wasn’t after Soren. It seemed the mage takers chased bigger game than Soren had thought existed. 
 
     ‘Hey, baldy!’ he shouted. He drew sword and dagger, and felt his entire body tingle both with the excitement of what was to come, and with the energy that swirled around the narrow street in a maelstrom of blue light. 
 
     ‘Boy.’ The mage extended an arm and a finger in Soren’s direction, but did not take his gaze off Giura. ‘A swift and painless death is yours for the having. Irritate me and that will not be the case.’ He lowered his hand and cocked his head, studying Giura. ‘The grimoires. Where are they?’ He barked the words out with bestial rage. 
 
     Giura roared in pain. His clothes flattened as though there was a great force pressing him against the wall. Soren had discovered all that he needed to know, so there was no reason to delay further. He raised his sword so the blade was against the mage’s neck. 
 
     ‘Hey, baldy. I’m talking to you.’ He would have killed the mage there and then, but he didn’t know what effect that would have on Giura. Until he was released, Soren couldn’t take the risk of him being killed, or permanently stuck to the wall. Soren needed to know what Giura had planned, and until he did, he couldn’t allow any harm to come to him. 
 
     ‘Silly boy,’ the mage said. He pushed the blade away with the back of his hand and turned to face Soren. Giura remained pinned to the wall. ‘I am going to show you pain that will make you wish for death more than anything you have ever desired.’ He flicked the tips of the fingers of his right hand at Soren, and started to turn back to Giura. 
 
     Soren felt a warm and not entirely unpleasant sensation wash over him. He smiled. ‘Baldy,’ he said, barely loud enough to be heard. ‘I said I’m talking to you.’ He knew he was being dramatic, but he was enjoying the fact that there was no way the mage could know that he had the Gift, that he was immune to all but the most powerful magics. 
 
     The mage turned his head to look at him once again. Had he eyebrows, Soren was confident that they would have been raised. 
 
     ‘Why don’t you set my friend down gently, and I might let you live,’ Soren said. 
 
     The mage opened his mouth and closed it again before speaking. ‘You’re Fount-Blooded? That cannot be.’ 
 
     Giura dropped from the wall and slumped on the ground, exhausted by his ordeal. The mage turned fully to Soren and shoved both of his hands in Soren’s direction. Soren felt like he had been hit by a breaking wave, nearly enough to knock the wind from his chest, but no more. 
 
     He let out a grunt, but other than the novelty of the feeling he had just experienced, he was unharmed. ‘Really?’ he said. ‘That’s the best you have?’ 
 
     Foolish, perhaps, but Soren couldn’t help himself. He’d faced down a mage with a thousand years to perfect his science; this man couldn’t be anything more than a novice by comparison. Then again, Berengarius had almost no energy to work with, but here? How much power could this mage draw on? 
 
     The mage’s face twisted in anger, and the vortex of glowing blue energy in the air between the buildings lining the street jerked violently and coalesced into a ball. It was fascinating to see, but Soren also realised the aggregation of so much energy might be bad news. He lunged forward, leading with his sword. 
 
     The mage glided backwards, his movement ethereal. Soren stumbled as his intended impact met with nothing but air. He gathered his balance quickly and refocused on the mage. Soren expected that the world around him would be moving at a snail’s pace by that point, but there was no frame of reference other than the mage, who was certainly moving at normal pace. There was more Fount energy in that alley than Soren had ever seen before. He hadn’t even needed to reach out for it to feel its effect. He couldn’t understand why the Gift wasn’t working as it normally did. There was no time for questions. Giura was still slumped where he had fallen, unmoving. Could the mage have killed him? 
 
     Energy appeared to gush down from the coalesced mass over the mage’s head, but some if it also found its way to Soren. The mage threw his hand at Soren, and a bright flash swept over him. It was hot, painfully so, like a bucket of water near boiling. Whatever the mage was doing, his magic was growing in strength. 
 
     The mage twisted his hand through the air and it became engulfed with crackling flame. Even from a few paces away, Soren could feel its heat. He had no idea how its power would compare to the mage’s previous effort, but he had no desire to find out. The mage flung the flame at Soren as though it was a solid object. Soren dove forward, ducking out of its way and rolling back to his feet. 
 
     He danced forward, but he had only taken one step when the mage reached forward with his right hand. It felt as though Soren’s boots were sticking to the ground. He struggled to lift his feet and press his body forward. The mage drifted back, using the time his spell had given him to draw more energy into himself. He could see the effort on Soren’s face as he forced his way forward, and smiled. 
 
     ‘I’ve never had the pleasure of fighting a Fount-Blood before, although I have dreamt of getting the opportunity on many occasions,’ the mage said. 
 
     Soren said nothing, finding the going even more difficult. He was gaining strength from the Fount, but the mage seemed to be gaining it more quickly. He continued to push against the force, which the mage appeared to create without effort. The mage watched him, curious rather than alarmed. 
 
     ‘Impressive, but less than I feared, I have to admit. Far less.’ The mage moved his left hand, and energy started to build around it. 
 
     Soren was pressing so hard against whatever was holding him back that he instantly noticed any change. What the mage was doing with his left hand was affecting his concentration on the previous spell. Soren summoned up every ounce of strength he had and drove forward, pressing hard off the balls of his feet as though wading through deep water. 
 
     Two long steps were all it took to close the distance between them. The mage was still calm; obviously whatever he had planned would not be long in coming. Soren would have to make sure he got to him before it did. With one last, supreme effort, he threw himself forward. As he did, the mage raised his left hand, holding it out in front of him, covered as it was with an orb of glowing blue energy. 
 
     The tip of Soren’s sword connected with the mage’s outstretched hand. He felt it connect with flesh and cut, but the feeling was overwhelmed by another sensation. The ball of energy discharged along the length of Soren’s sword and into his arm. The rush of so much energy through one limb numbed it momentarily, and Soren thought that he had dropped his sword. He took a relieved breath when he saw it was still in his hand. 
 
     The mage’s eyes widened in surprise. Soren ran him through the chest. The mage gasped and collapsed to the ground. The spell that was impeding Soren’s movement disappeared and he stumbled forward, able to follow the still impaled mage’s backward fall to the ground. Only a moment before he seemed so powerful; now, he looked like a feeble old man, drained of all the vigour that seemed to come so easily to his slight frame. 
 
     There was still some life left in his eyes, and Soren could not contain his curiosity. He leaned down and picked the mage up by his shoulders. 
 
     ‘Who are you?’ 
 
     The mage smiled, blood bubbling from between his teeth. ‘You’ve killed one of the Twelve,’ he said. ‘The Twelve will not forget.’ 
 
     ‘It’s eleven now,’ Soren said. Not willing to risk one last dying effort, he finished the mage with a cut across the throat. Certain he was dead, Soren dropped the body and went to check on Giura. 
 
     ‘You all right?’ 
 
     Giura stirred, but it took a moment for him to rouse. ‘I think so.’ He turned his head to where the mage’s body lay. ‘Dead?’ 
 
     ‘Very.’ Soren shivered and felt light headed. 
 
     ‘Something wrong?’ Giura asked. 
 
     ‘No, it’s nothing. Let’s get out of here before the Watch turn up.’ 
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     ‘Who was that?’ Soren said, as they walked as quickly as they could from the street where they had encountered the mage. 
 
     ‘I’m not sure,’ Giura said. ‘I’ve been following a trail of some unusually powerful mages for a while now. Other Intelligenciers were getting involved and started disappearing. I assume he was the reason for that.’ 
 
     ‘He doesn’t look Ostian. What d’you reckon he’s doing here?’ 
 
     ‘Training mages, as best I can tell. No idea what brought him here though. Easterner?’ 
 
     ‘Don’t know. Never seen anyone from the East before.’ 
 
     ‘Reckon he is. There’s nowhere else I can think of that he could have come from.’ 
 
     ‘Do any of them have eyebrows?’ Soren said. 
 
     Giura shrugged his shoulders. ‘Odd looking fellow. Hope there aren’t any more like him. You though, you’re an odd fellow too.’ 
 
     Soren felt uncomfortable. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
     ‘You moved fast that night outside the inn, but I saw a little bit of what happened back in the alley. I’ve never seen anything like it. What are you?’ 
 
     So he had been moving fast. It must have been that the mage was also. ‘Just quick,’ Soren said. ‘Always have been. Maybe it was something to do with fighting a mage.’ 
 
     ‘Maybe,’ Giura said, a hint of suspicion in his voice. ‘It’s of no matter now, it would seem. One less thing to worry about, but we’re still left with our other problem.’ 
 
     ‘Are we really going to be able to do anything about that now that Amero’s hiding in his palace?’ 
 
     ‘Of course. He’s not going to sit cooped up there for long. Duty or his libido will drive him out, sooner rather than later. As much as he might like to, he can’t run the Duchy—pardon me, the Empire—from his throne room. Even with his tame barons, the longer he’s out of sight the more ambitious they’ll become. He of all people knows that. Even if he doesn’t come out of his own accord, I may have found a way we can get to him. There’s still more I need to do before we can get going, but this one is looking good.’ 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      Part Three
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      A Useful Disagreement
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     ‘Where in hells is he? Does he think forcing me to wait makes him the big man?’ Amero said. 
 
     That was exactly what Amero had been doing to the mage ever since he arrived in the city. Emeric smirked but was careful to hide it from Amero; his master’s temper had been growing ever worse in recent days. The stress of rule didn’t seem to suit him. They were beyond the point where the mage was late though, it was clear to Emeric that he wasn’t coming. That was something of a relief, if he was being honest with himself. The mage made him extremely uncomfortable. 
 
     Byarsham terrified Emeric, and Emeric was unusually unresponsive to that particular emotion. It wasn’t that he was especially tough, it was simply that matters which frightened others had never bothered him. He got on with life; took them as they came. Everybody died, and he was no different. He saw no point in getting het up about the only thing you knew for sure was going to happen to you. 
 
     The mage was different though. Unnatural. He didn’t know how to describe it. Evil, maybe. Definitely wrong, what they were doing. Him not turning up was about the best thing Emeric could think of, short of finding out that he was dead. 
 
     ‘Maybe he’s doing us a favour, not showing up. Maybe he’s cleared off.’ They were unguarded words, but after a lifetime of service to the dal Moreno family, he felt he had earned the right. 
 
     Amero turned in his chair and looked at Emeric. Emeric knew from the expression on his face that speaking had been a mistake. He had not factored in Amero’s changed mood. He wasn’t even visiting his mistresses, not since the attack on the Highgarden Road. Perhaps that went some way to explaining it. He’d never known Amero to be noticeably bothered by a little danger before. The privilege of rule. Not all it was cracked up to be. 
 
     ‘If he hasn’t shown by the end of the week, send word to the Twelve that we’ll need another one or they can forget their money,’ Amero said. 
 
     Emeric grimaced. The way things were going, they’d have to forget about their money anyway. ‘Reckon we should just forget them,’ he said. The mage frightened him, Amero didn’t. It might be foolish, but he’d speak his mind. 
 
     ‘You and I both will end up on the headsman’s block before the year is out without what the mage can give me,’ Amero said. ‘I’ve no money and no soldiers. I couldn’t raise an army large enough to turn down my bed right now. If the Auracian princes take back the marches and the border towns, the rabble will be baying for my blood, which means yours too. 
 
     ‘As angry as they’ll be at Auracian aggression, the slack-bladdered old women don’t have the stomach to take the fight south, even if I had the money to do it. They expect me to magic a victory out of my arse. If I had public support I wouldn’t need half as much money. As it is, that victory’s just going to have to come from somewhere else.’ 
 
     Emeric was glad that Amero’s anger was directed elsewhere. As little fear as he had of dying, he felt he had a few worthwhile years left yet. 
 
     ‘Then there’s that bastard Austorga whining that he wants his money back,’ Amero continued. ‘He’ll be lucky if I don’t string him up by his balls and burn his poxy bloody bank to the ground. Fucking commoners. Give them a few pennies and they think they can start ordering their betters around. A few crowns and the fuckers think they’re ennobled. Nonetheless, I’m only going to be able to put him off for so long. I need more money out of him. One way or the other, Emeric, I need that mage and what he has to offer. If the stupid fucker has blown himself up, we need another one. When the Auracians come marching north, I’m planning on giving them a nasty surprise.’ 
 
     Amero rocked back and forth in his chair, staring at nothing in particular. ‘The bullshit the city criers are shouting on Crossways isn’t winning back popular opinion fast enough. Without money or popular support for another war, needs must that surprise be magical.’ 
 
     Emeric felt his stomach twist. The brief hope that their magical misadventure might be at an end was dashed, and Emeric’s misgivings returned with renewed vigour. 
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     Knowing that something was going on was very different to knowing what that was. It was a part of the process that Giura loved. The anticipation of discovery, finally knowing what others would keep secret. At times it felt like an addiction. He hadn’t told Soren of the plan forming in his mind. He would keep it that way until he had something firm to go on. Firm usually meant violence, and that was where Soren came in, but Giura would handle the details himself. 
 
     With the mage problem dealt with, Giura had the time to move his plot against the Duke from observation to action. The messenger being used that day was a young lad, no more than twenty, if that. Thin, gangly, he wouldn’t be able to put up much resistance. Oftentimes these private messengers could be bannerets or prize fighters, tough men chosen for that quality, and that made things far more difficult, but this lad was just a runner and he had been doing a lot of that. It would make Giura’s job a little easier, which was a pleasant and welcome change. 
 
     Giura approached the messenger quickly from behind and shoved him hard, slamming him against the wall. Once the initial shock subsided he tried to make a break for it, but Giura had a firm hold on him, and turned him around. 
 
     ‘The message you’re carrying,’ Giura said. ‘Hand it over.’ 
 
     ‘What message?’ 
 
     It was the standard reply. Giura punched him in the stomach. 
 
     ‘You’re carrying a message from the palace. I want it.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
     Giura punched him again. ‘This will continue until you give it to me. I know you have it, and I can hit much, much harder.’ Giura pulled out his dagger and pressed it against the messenger’s freshly punched stomach. ‘Punching’s not all I can do.’ 
 
     The messenger reached into his tunic with his fingertips pulled out a fold of cream paper sealed with red wax. 
 
     ‘Now, that wasn’t so hard was it? When is the note expected?’ 
 
     ‘W… Within the hour.’ 
 
     ‘All right. There’s a tavern around the corner. Treat yourself to a glass of ale, and I’ll have the note back to you in plenty of time. And of course this will be our little secret, won’t it?’ 
 
     The messenger nodded, his face a mask of fear. 
 
     ‘Good. I’ll see you shortly then. Off you go.’ 
 
     Giura watched him trot away, glancing nervously over his shoulder every few paces. He doubted the lad would enjoy his ale. By the look of his walk, the time might be better spent changing his britches. 
 
     Giura looked at the note. Usually the dispatches that passed under his gaze were sealed anonymously. This one bore the ducal arms—the arms of the House of Moreno—which Giura would have to be able to replace intact. Another minor complication, but Giura had something in his office that would provide a close enough approximation to pass the brief scrutiny these things were usually given before they were broken open and rendered indistinguishable. He hurried back to his office, concealing the note in his doublet as he went. 
 
     Alerting either party to his knowledge of what was going on would not do, so Giura had to make sure that he got the note back to the messenger well within time, and with no signs of having been tampered with. That wasn’t something he could do on a street corner. He skipped up the steps into the Grey Tower. It wouldn’t take long to read the note, but prying the seal off without damaging the paper and then replacing it with something that would pass inspection would take longer. He didn’t have any time to waste. 
 
     ‘Giura, how are things?’ 
 
     Giura groaned. He’d managed to avoid dal Lupard ever since his reappearance back in the city, and this was the last moment where he would have chosen to bump into him. 
 
     ‘Dal Lupard. Hello. Fine. Busy.’ He nodded curtly, hoping that dal Lupard would take the hint. However, in Giura’s experience, dal Lupard rarely greeted someone unless he wanted something. 
 
     ‘Terrible what’s going on in your department. Have any of the overdue agents called in?’ 
 
     ‘Not that I’ve heard. Just heading up now to check.’ Giura slowed, but didn’t stop moving. He didn’t have time to allow dal Lupard engage him in conversation. 
 
     ‘Well, do let me know.’ 
 
     Giura continued on his way. Dal Lupard was an irritating prick, and completely insincere. He didn’t give a damn about the missing men—men Giura now knew were dead if his own encounter with the mage was anything to go by—he just liked to know everyone else’s business and delighted in their misfortune. 
 
     Giura felt like a child waiting to open a gift as he went up the stairs to his office. This could be the break he had been looking for. The corridor was deathly quiet. Even the clerk had been moved on to other duties until replacements were found and the disappearances fully investigated. The higher-ups had obviously given up on the men ever being seen again. Giura still hadn’t decided what to put in the report about his encounter, and didn’t have the mental resources to put his jumble of thoughts in order—but it would confirm what they thought, when he eventually got around to it. The immediate threat had passed as best he could see, and what remained could be dealt with later. Any other students were now without a teacher, and unlikely to progress with any speed. If he was lucky, they’d all manage to blow themselves up before Giura got around to rooting them out. 
 
     He flopped into his seat with little care and took a small, worn wooden box from a drawer in his desk. It was full of metal tools. His hand hovered over them for a moment before he selected one. He used it to carefully pry the wax seal off the note without tearing the paper. The wax removed, he checked the paper, and was satisfied that he had done a good job. He paused for a moment before unfolding the paper. He had been filled with an overbearing sense of impatience ever since meeting the mage—something to do with mortality probably—and he needed that moment to still his hand and calm his thoughts. 
 
     As his eyes ran across the text, he smiled. It seemed his suspicions of problems between Austorgas’ and the Duke were correct. The note was terse: 
 
    
 
     
      
       To The Austorga of Ostenheim, 
 
      
 
       His Grace, the Duke, will be unavailable to meet to discuss the matters referred to in your last message due to pressing engagements elsewhere. He will contact you when of a mind to address said matters. No further correspondence from you will be entertained until that time. 
 
      
 
       Sincerely, 
 
       Emeric dal Berello, 
 
       Private Secretary to His Highness, Amero dal Moreno, Duke of Ostia and Prince of Ruripathia. 
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
     Not referring to himself as Emperor just yet then, Giura thought. It was not so much what the note said, as what it implied, and it implied the words ‘fuck off’ as clearly as if they had been printed in bold with bright red ink. Giura’s face broke into a broad grin when he read it. He wondered how the Ostenheim Austorga would react to that. Had the Austorgas ever gone to war against a ruler over unpaid debts? Would they? If ever he was going to find out, it would be in the next few days. Unless he could turn the situation to his benefit. 
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     Cleaning up Kastor’s mess and making sure none of it could come back to him took longer than dal Lupard had anticipated. Amero’s men had closed in on the trail quickly, and dal Lupard had to erase anything that linked him to Kastor. It was frustrating, but had to be dealt with properly. 
 
     Dal Lupard always thought it ironic just how messy cleaning up could be—something of an oxymoron really. Several of Kastor’s men, men privy to his moronic, ill-conceived assassination attempt, had seen Kastor and dal Lupard together. They needed to be disappeared, and carefully rather than quickly, something more difficult without the Grey Tower’s resources. The drunken old sot had been a curse on him, but he had at least confirmed that Soren was in the city, something that could have taken far longer than cleaning up the mess had. Then there was the money Kastor had mentioned. That didn’t really change anything, but it was a very nice bonus. 
 
     The danger of it all was exciting, something that dal Lupard had not felt in quite some time. Even though he was undertaking tasks that he had eschewed for many years, he felt positive again. That might have had something to do with the fact that he had now discovered Soren’s location in the city, and was pleased to discover that his instincts were as reliable as ever. Massari and Soren were indeed one and the same. On top of it all, it was good to be back home and it was even better to think that he would be able to remain there permanently, and in considerable luxury. 
 
     After so long in Venter doing little other than watching and agitating, more out of boredom than out of professional requirement, having a fixed purpose was a refreshing change. He recognised Soren on first sight, remembering his smug face from the theatre in Voorn. He watched for a few days, building a knowledge of Soren’s habits and the places he frequented—the young man led an oddly boring lifestyle, doing little other than eating and moping about his inn all day. Perhaps he no longer had a purpose with Kastor dead. It mattered little. In a few days he would have a personal audience with the Duke himself. Before that, he would have an audience with dal Lupard. 
 
     Satisfied that he knew everything that he needed to know, dal Lupard had then hired four men that had worked with him in the past, former Intelligenciers; trustworthy and comfortable with inflicting pain, one of them to the point of being depraved. 
 
     His first thought had been to hire two men to help him apprehend Soren and deliver him directly into the Duke’s custody. However, the temptation to mete out some punishment of his own had remained strong. With Kastor’s information about the money Soren had access to, dal Lupard’s decision was easily made. He only needed a little time to conclude the business, but he needed somewhere discreet and without neighbours. For this purpose, he rented a small warehouse with thick walls in Docks and hired the two additional men, experienced torturers both, to allow him maintain constant pressure on Soren until he revealed where the money Kastor spoke of was kept. Probably a bank, in which case he would need to convince Soren to collect it and hand it over. The men he chose were perfectly suited to the type of persuasion dal Lupard had in mind, and he was no stranger to it himself. 
 
     He didn’t know how tough a nut Soren would be to crack, but once he had him, time was less of a concern. All that remained was to grab Soren and get to work on him. 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      The Courier
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     With the snub sent from the palace, Giura knew matters between the Duke and Austorgas’ were at an impasse. The bank was now faced with a choice, act or take the slight and invite further defaults by powerful debtors. This was his opportunity. He had to keep careful watch to ensure he knew what that response was. 
 
     Giura had no way to know how they would react, but he couldn’t see them taking Amero’s behaviour lying down. He had made an enemy of them one way or the other, which meant they were a potential friend to Giura and Soren—even if they needed a gentle shove in the right direction. The time was not yet right to make contact with Austorga, however. He needed to know exactly how they planned to respond to Amero’s slight before he made himself known. It could give him leverage and as a result the access he needed. 
 
     Any decision made would require discussion with the other heads of the Austorga family, which meant messages and avenues for Giura to exploit. Austorgas’ maintained their own private fleet of ships. There was a large and heavily armed squadron that would have done any navy proud, which they used to transport coin, and a smaller squadron of extremely fast courier ships that were in almost constant movement across the Middle Sea. The job of an Austorga courier was a prestigious one—highly paid and reserved for top quality bannerets. Giura was not aware of one ever having willingly divulged the contents of the message they were delivering. This was how Austorgas’ transported their private correspondence, and if Giura wished to know what they were planning, he would have to work out how to get to the next courier Austorgas’ sent out of the city. 
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     The life of a constantly travelling courier was a lonely one. It was attractive in that when employed by Austorgas’, there was a certain amount of prestige and a very high salary. It was a job that Giura had considered while in his final stages of the Academy. It was perfect for someone with no family and no ties. It was lonely however. You had to move around too much to ever settle down. In the end, the Grey Tower was the best choice for him. 
 
     The Intelligenciers knew who was working for Austorgas’, so identifying their courier was not difficult. There were three Courier Bannerets on the payroll of the Ostian branch, and only one of them was in the city at that time. The Purple Rose was this particular courier’s solution to the loneliness problem. The notes kept on him at the Grey Tower said that he called at the brothel the night before every overseas trip that he made. It looked like Giura would have to keep a watch on the place. 
 
     Giura didn’t think that Austorga would waste any time. A message would be going out of the city soon, perhaps within a few hours. The Purple Rose was regarded as one of the finest brothels in the city, and it was an establishment far beyond Giura’s means as an Intelligencier. Nevertheless, he needed to be there if he was to find out what the courier’s message said. It was quite possible he would have the message with him, if he spent the night before travelling there. At face value, it might seem like a lapse in professional judgement. However, no one was supposed to know who the couriers were; the messages they carried were always coded and were carried in containers that were all but impossible to open. 
 
     Even an Intelligencier needed to be properly prepared for this task, and he knew that time was against him. He needed to refresh himself on the codes Austorgas’ used, and work out how he was going to approach the task. 
 
     There was always petty cash available to Intelligenciers for operations, and with all the other mage takers missing and presumed dead, the daily stipend that was put into the cash box by the Tower Bursar was building up nicely. More than enough to fit him out with clothes and a purse large enough to allow him fit in at The Purple Rose. Giura didn’t expect Austorga to wait for long. It was likely the courier would be visiting The Purple Rose that very night. 
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     Spending money on himself was not something Giura often did. Wearing fancy clothes was an entirely new experience, but he had been pretending to be something he was not for more years than he cared to count, so it was not a difficult role to assume. 
 
     The clothes he settled on were very comfortable—for the price they would want to be—and he felt they made him look the part. He felt odd though. After so long dressed almost entirely in black, burgundy and silver thread made him feel like a prize horse at a fair. He had the odd sensation that everyone was looking at him, but realised that he was the only one who thought he looked unusual. To everyone else he was just another gentleman, with perhaps more money than taste. 
 
     Brothels went hand in hand with the intelligence gathering business, so Giura was no stranger to them. However, the reaction he got when he arrived at The Purple Rose was entirely different to the one he usually got. Instead of the suspicious discomfort, or outright fear that his arrival undisguised usually provoked, he was greeted with warmth by one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. 
 
     ‘Welcome to The Purple Rose, sir. It’s your first time here?’ 
 
     ‘Yes,’ Giura said, easing into the role of confident, conceited aristocrat. ‘Not had occasion to call before.’ 
 
     ‘Well,’ the woman said, with a smile that could melt the coldest of hearts, ‘when you’ve been once, we find most gentlemen return for another visit. If you’d like to follow me to the lounge, you can settle in and relax for a little while.’ 
 
     There was a bar and a number of comfortable couches in the plushly decorated lounge. Several gentlemen, each dressed just as well if not better than Giura, sat there, completely relaxed in their surroundings. Giura went to the bar, taking the opportunity provided by the walk through the lounge to get a look at each of the other men. Two were in later middle age and overweight, a couple looked to be the products of lives of indolence, while only one looked in any way physically competent. He fit the courier’s description, but Giura wanted to be certain before he proceeded. 
 
     It was a casual atmosphere, with the men chatting idly and the courtesans passing through engaging them in conversation, trying to interest them. With drink in hand, Giura took a seat near the man he believed to be the courier, nodding genially to one of the other men as he did. 
 
     ‘Recommend anyone in particular?’ 
 
     ‘Ha. And have my favourites too busy to see me?’ 
 
     Not the response Giura had expected. 
 
     ‘Only jesting, friend. You can’t go wrong here. All the ladies are perfect. Beyond perfect. Your first time here?’ 
 
     ‘Yes. I’ve been meaning to call for a long time, but never had the opportunity before now.’ 
 
     ‘Ah. You won’t regret it. I always try to drop in the night before I have to go away on business. Sort of a good luck ritual.’ 
 
     ‘Oh,’ Giura said, as nonchalantly as he could. Somewhat indiscreet, but hiding in plain sight was a tactic he employed himself and the easiest way to maintain a lie was to make it as close to the truth as possible. There was no reason for anyone to know the man was an Austorgas’ courier. Giura had the information he was looking for, but he had to play out the deception to avoid arousing suspicion. ‘What line of work are you in?’ 
 
     ‘Wine trading.’ 
 
     ‘Much travelling involved?’ 
 
     ‘All the time. It seems like I’m never home. What business are you in?’ 
 
     ‘Farming.’ It was the polite way of saying he was a landed gentleman of no particular occupation, being far too rich. The conversation had gone as far as it needed. 
 
     Giura relaxed a little, pleased with himself. If the courier was travelling in the morning, he almost certainly had the message on him. The morning tide was at four bells meaning The Purple Rose was his last stop before embarking. There was of course the risk that he did not have the message yet, and Giura weighed the possibility against revealing himself to Austorga prematurely. Was the Ostenheim Austorga the type of man who would get up before four bells to give the courier the message? Giura thought that unlikely. More likely the courier was given the message that evening and instructed to go straight to the ship to wait for their morning departure. Giura was confident; bad habits are hard to break, especially when considered a lucky ritual rather than an indiscretion, and the chance of getting everything he needed that night was too great to pass up. 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      An Unwilling Accomplice
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     Giura committed himself to his course of action. He nodded to the courier and stood, going back to the woman who greeted him when he first came in. 
 
     She smiled again, displaying a set of perfectly white teeth that had obviously benefitted from the tricks of one of the back alley mages he was usually occupied with chasing. 
 
     ‘Can I help you with something?’ she said. 
 
     ‘Yes, I was hoping to talk to you for a moment,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘Well, we can talk here, or in a private room if you prefer…’ 
 
     Giura glanced over his shoulder. There was no one else within earshot. ‘Here is fine. For the moment. What’s your name?’ 
 
     ‘Arriella,’ the courtesan said, with a smile that made even Giura’s heart skip. 
 
     He took a flat coin from his pocket and flipped it through his fingers, drawing her attention to it. She looked puzzled at first, until she saw the engraving on it; a staff, a skull and a sword. The coin was a tool used by Intelligenciers when they wanted to identify themselves discreetly. 
 
     The puzzled look on her face was replaced by one of distaste, as though she had just smelled something foul. 
 
     ‘I don’t think this is the right place for a… gentleman such as you.’ 
 
     ‘Obviously I’m not here to patronise the establishment,’ Giura said. ‘I’m here in a professional capacity, just like you. I would appreciate your discretion though.’ 
 
     ‘Why don’t you do us both a favour and fuck off,’ the courtesan said, all the cultivated refinement that she had exuded a moment before well and truly gone. 
 
     ‘I’d hoped that you’d just agree to help, what with me being an agent of the law—but if I’m being honest with you I didn’t actually expect it.’ 
 
     ‘Aw, well then, at least you aren’t disappointed. Now fuck off.’ 
 
     Giura smiled. ‘I know that the confidence with which you speak to me comes from the knowledge that a great many wealthy and powerful people come here, and would be very annoyed if there were to be any interruption to the services or the absence of one of their favourite girls.’ 
 
     ‘You Intelligenciers really are as smart as they say. Doesn’t explain why you wasted your time coming in here though. Like I said, do us both a favour.’ She gestured to the doorway. 
 
     ‘I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t think I won’t call the boys if you don’t do as I say. They’ve beaten the piss out of more powerful men than you, and we’ve not had a problem because of it.’ The courtesan reached toward a bell sitting on the counter near the door. 
 
     ‘That’s not going to happen either, Clara.’ 
 
     The courtesan’s hand froze in mid-air. ‘I said my name’s Arriella.’ She stared at the bell, as though deciding whether or not to continue reaching for it. 
 
     Giura smiled. ‘It’s not going to happen, Clara, because I know, for instance, that you have a three year old daughter. Your mother looks after her. Who’d look after her if your mother was in the Grey Tower, or went missing? Permanently.’ 
 
     The courtesan’s eyes widened, and she turned her head slowly to look at Giura. 
 
     ‘I can give you the address they’re at if you like. Just to convince you I’m not making this up.’ 
 
     The courtesan stood up straight, some of her former composure returning to her. ‘You’re a complete shit.’ 
 
     ‘Thank you for noticing,’ Giura said. ‘I’ve worked very hard on it. I assume that means you’re prepared to help me?’ 
 
     ‘What do you want?’ 
 
     ‘Now might be an opportune moment to take our conversation somewhere a little more private.’ 
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     ‘I need you to put this in the drink of one of the men out in the lounge,’ Giura said, as soon as the courtesan closed the door behind them. He held up a small waxed paper parcel. 
 
     Clara shook her head. ‘I’m not helping you kill someone.’ 
 
     ‘That’s not what I’m asking you to do,’ Giura said. ‘All this does is makes sure he goes to sleep, and stays asleep for at least four hours.’ 
 
     ‘Why d’you need him to be asleep?’ 
 
     ‘Why d’you need to know?’ 
 
     Clara frowned, then adopted an expression of resignation. ‘Is that it?’ 
 
     ‘No. I need to get in to see him when he’s unconscious.’ 
 
     ‘And you’re not going to kill him?’ 
 
     ‘No. When he wakes up, he won’t even know anything’s happened.’ 
 
     ‘You promise? If someone gets killed in here, it’s bad news. Bad news for me.’ 
 
     ‘He won’t even know. He’ll get tired, fall asleep and wake up as normal a few hours later. Won’t even have a headache.’ 
 
     She chewed her lip and scrutinised Giura. ‘All right then, give me the packet.’ 
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     Giura waited until Clara came back an hour later to tell him that the courier was asleep. The woman he was with was hustled out and told to keep her mouth shut, and Clara followed Giura in. 
 
     ‘Out,’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘No way. I need to make sure you don’t kill him.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t trust me?’ 
 
     She shook her head. ‘Anything happens to a client in here and I’ll be face down in the harbour before morning.’ 
 
     ‘And you reckon you could stop me if I decided to cut his throat? Yours too for that matter?’ 
 
     ‘No, but I can call the lads in and they’ll kick seven shades of shit out of you. Then it’ll be you floating in the harbour in the morning.’ 
 
     ‘Fine. Sit there. This won’t take long. I think it goes without saying that you don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.’ 
 
     She nodded, and Giura got to work. 
 
     Austorgas’ couriers carried the message in a small metal container not much bigger than a picture locket that they wore around their necks. They were made from Telastrian steel and covered in a base metal to make them look inexpensive. The Telastrian interior prevented forcible entry, and the couriers did not have a key to open them. The construction was one of the closely guarded Austorgas’ secrets that the Intelligenciers had discovered, a fact that was also closely guarded. 
 
     It came as a relief when Giura saw the locket sitting on the courier’s chest, attached to a fine chain around his neck. The risk that he wouldn’t yet have been given the message was not lost on Giura, but it being so close to the departure time, he felt it likely the courier would have it. 
 
     Giura studied the dull metal object. To an ordinary person—everyone as far as the Austorgas’ were concerned—it was a worthless trinket, of perhaps sentimental value on a man who was more than capable of defending himself. 
 
     The courier would also carry more obvious dispatches in more obvious ways, as well as a sum of money that would more than satisfy any uncommonly skilled or lucky thieves, but Giura knew what he was looking for. 
 
     The courier was fast asleep on the bed in a state of semi-undress. Unfortunately for him, it looked as though he would be travelling in the morning without his lucky ritual completed, but he wouldn’t remember the fact. Indeed, he wouldn’t remember much of the hour before he fell asleep. When he woke, he would be particularly receptive to whatever he was told. Giura would have the courtesan fill in the missing hours for him. 
 
     Giura slipped a small leather pouch from his belt, took two metal picks from it and then carefully took the medallion from around the courier’s neck. 
 
     ‘What’s that?’ Clara said. 
 
     Giura looked over to her. ‘If you’re going to stay here, you need to stay quiet.’ 
 
     ‘Oh. Ok. Sorry.’ She humphed and sat on the corner of the bed. 
 
     Undistracted, it took Giura a moment to open the medallion. It was a difficult lock to open, even for him, and probably impossible if you hadn’t been shown specifically how to do it. Concealed within, on very thin, water-soluble paper that was neatly folded into the medallion, was the message that the Ostenheim Austorga wanted conveyed to The Austorga. 
 
     With the medallion open, the fun was only just beginning. He checked it for any traps that would indicate the note had been tampered with or anything that might damage it. Seeing nothing, he removed the paper and with great care, unfolded it. 
 
     As expected, the writing on the note was complete gibberish. Every important message sent by Austorgas’ was written in code. They had several different codes, used for information of varying importance. Each was more complex, and thus more expensive to create than the previous. They reserved the most complex, one that had taken years and tens of thousands of crowns to create, for the most important messages. Each time a code was used, there was a risk that it would fall into the hands of someone who would be able to work out how to decode it. 
 
     Unfortunately for Austorgas’, that was exactly what had happened. A few years previously, a message concealed in their most complex code had come to the attention of an Intelligencier. He had the presence of mind to copy as much of it as he could without being caught, which was then decoded over the course of two years at the Grey Tower in circumstances of absolute secrecy. The fact that the Intelligenciers could read the code was unknown to all but a few in the Grey Tower. It was only due to Giura’s seniority that he was privy to it and had learned how to decode it. 
 
     He spread the paper across the floor and looked at it, taking in each symbol and trying to recall what they meant. The particularly tricky thing about the code was that each symbol was not necessarily a letter, number or word that needed to be translated. They could also be instructions as to how the next sequence of symbols should be dealt with. The note was not long, but it would take a couple of hours to work. He hoped the sleeping draught the courier drank would last for long enough. 
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     ‘Are you done yet?’ 
 
     Clara was lying on the bed staring at the ceiling, beside the still unconscious courier. She had started huffing and puffing in frustration a little while before, but this was the first time she had said anything since he had first told her to be quiet. 
 
     ‘As it happens…’ He paused to quickly scan over his decoded message and the original. ‘I am.’ 
 
     He had been confident of what the gist of the message would be, and the truth of it had been slowly building as he decoded each word. To read over it and see the full detail was still enormously satisfying. His translation didn’t need to be perfect. It only needed to confirm his suspicion, and give him enough detail to frighten the Ostenheim Austorga. 
 
     ‘What’s it say?’ she said. 
 
     Giura folded the message, carefully following the original fold lines. He put it back in the medallion and locked it, before putting it back around the courier’s neck. 
 
     ‘Think I’m going to tell you that?’ 
 
     Clara pouted and sat up. ‘What now then?’ 
 
     ‘Now I leave, and if you play your cards right you’ll never see me again.’ He walked to the door, but turned before he opened it. ‘Probably be best if he wakes up with a courtesan in here. His memory will be patchy. Have the girl fill in the blanks with what he usually likes to get up to.’ 
 
     Clara nodded, clearly relieved that the experience was over. 
 
     ‘And remember,’ Giura said, ‘not a word about this to anyone. Ever.’ 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      A Powerful Enemy
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     
      
       To Grand Burgess Valkery Austorga, 
 
      
 
       The problem which we have hitherto discussed remains unresolved. Considering the sum outstanding, and the debtor’s obstinacy in refusing to pay unless further sums are advanced to him, I feel our position is untenable. 
 
       In light of the large amount involved, and the necessary damage to the bank’s reputation should we allow the debtor to default as he threatens to do should said further sums not be paid out, I respectfully request permission to proceed with the punitive actions previously mooted against the debtor. 
 
       I assure you that I am well capable of handling this matter should you agree with the course I suggest, and trust that the final planning and execution will be left to me in my position as Austorga of Ostenheim. 
 
      
 
       Yours, with the deepest respect and affection, 
 
       Gian-Cantaro Austorga 
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
     Giura looked over the note one last time as he waited for Soren to arrive at the coffee house. Austorgas’ were going to move against Amero. How and when were the only questions that remained. 
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     ‘How badly do you want to do it yourself?’ Giura said, when Soren arrived. 
 
     ‘Very. I need to see him dead. I need to know it’s over. There aren’t many people who can beat him in a fight. I believe I’m one of the few. If not me, then who?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘I thought you’d say that. This has turned up.’ Giura slid his decipherment of the message across the table. He had deleted any names as a precaution to it being seen by anyone in the coffee house, and as such the note was all but nonsensical to an uninformed party. As always, Giura took pleasure in hiding things in plain sight. 
 
     Soren read the message and looked at Giura. ‘Who’s the other party?’ 
 
     ‘Austorgas’ Banking House,’ Giura said. 
 
     Soren whistled in surprise. ‘That’s a powerful enemy. How much does he owe them?’ 
 
     ‘No idea, but it must be a lot if they’re so het up about it.’ 
 
     ‘What does this mean? What are they planning to do?’ 
 
     ‘Again, no idea, but I think the time for writing angry letters is well past. That’s why I asked if you want to do it yourself. It seems likely the task might be taken out of our hands. He might be killed without us having to do anything more at all.’ 
 
     ‘Do you think they’re capable of pulling it off?’ 
 
     ‘Who knows. They haven’t lasted as long as they have by making blunders—but as you say, Amero was the finest blade in Ostia for years. There aren’t many men who can handle him one on one. Poison is an option though, as is a well-aimed crossbow bolt. We don’t have the resources to get close enough for poison but they do, and it’s as effective a method as any. They could put someone in his household. They have limitless resources.’ 
 
     Soren frowned. ‘And if they fail? Another attempt on his life so soon after the last one will send him behind a wall of security that no one will ever be able to get past. If the next one doesn’t get him, I can’t see us ever having another opportunity.’ 
 
     ‘I think you’re right in that,’ Giura said. 
 
     Soren raised his eyebrows. ‘What do we do then?’ 
 
     ‘We find a way to convince the Austorga of Ostenheim that we are the solution to his problem.’ 
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     All men were exploitable, it was an incontrovertible fact. Finding the thing that allowed them to be exploited was an entirely different, and more difficult thing. Giura considered himself to be quite skilled at it, but admitted finding a way to pressurise one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the world was a daunting challenge. Despite the wealth and power, members of the Austorga family were remarkably low key. They rarely attended social functions; balls, the theatre, opera and such, and maintained no permanent link with the city they were based in. The branches of the family moved between the cities in which they had banks every few generations, ensuring that their only connection and loyalty was to the bank and family. 
 
     This habit made it difficult for Giura, but not impossible. Passion was the usual point of leverage, be it women, gambling, booze or a combination—the list of vices was endless. A little perseverance and footwork was always the most effective way to discover it. Follow and watch a man for long enough, and he would reveal his innermost secrets without ever realising it if one was in any way competent. Gian-Cantaro Austorga was no different. 
 
     Duelling held an important role in Ostian society—indeed it held an important role in all of the countries around the Middle Sea, and had ever since the days of the Empire. It served many useful social functions; as an opiate for the masses it gave the ordinary commoner something to think about other than the misery and limitations of their own lives. They could live vicariously through the successes and failures of their chosen arena favourite and devote hours of their time to discussing the new rising stars from their favourite fencing salons. 
 
     For the higher echelons of society, it was equally useful. It provided a neutral meeting point for rivals and allies among the city’s noble houses, and the houses of commerce. All professed an interest in duelling, whether genuine or for the networking opportunities it provided. 
 
     Gian-Cantaro’s interest in duelling far exceeded that of other men of his rank. It stemmed not from a desire for the business openings provided by regular attendance at the Amphitheatre—he didn’t need them—but out of a genuine love of the sport. Giura was always curious, beyond merely professional interest, as to what motivated men. Women, gambling and narcotics were always easy ones to work out; they were driven by the base nature of man, but something like Gian-Cantaro’s love for duelling was much more complex, and intriguing as a result. 
 
     It made Giura wonder whether the young Gian-Cantaro had dreamed of going to the Academy and then taking his place on the arena floor? He was born for a life at the University and then the bank, the requirement of the name he carried, but dreams die hard, even in one who had long since given up on them. 
 
     As Giura followed him at a discreet distance to one of the small arenas in Barons, he marvelled at Austorga’s transformation. Gone were the fine clothes and the air of power and sophistication, replaced by common fabric and the countenance of a man anticipating the only joy of his day. He needed to keep his attendance secret for obvious reasons. All those seeking the advantages the social attendance at duels brought would spoil Austorga’s enjoyment of it. 
 
     Austorga’s family had a luxurious private box at the Amphitheatre that afforded one of the finest views of the arena floor beneath. The finest food and wine would be enjoyed in the midst of conversation on important matters, with barely a glance being afforded at the toil of the professional duellists below. On this occasion, dressed and behaving like the ordinary man on the street, Gian-Cantaro Austorga occupied a seat in the front row, where watered down wine and cheap salted snacks could be purchased from roving vendors. He roared with the crass vigour of the rest of the crowd, chatted with animation to the men—complete strangers all—sitting around him. 
 
     In a way, Giura found it reassuring to see that a man who had access to everything, and could have anything he wanted, took such joy in a simple thing available to everyone who could afford the entry price of a couple of pennies. It solved the question of how they would get to Austorga to speak with him, but not what they would say. 
 
   
 
  
   
  
   
    
     
      
     
 
      
      The Aficionado
 
     
 
    
 
   
 
    
     Duelling arenas were nothing new to Soren. There was a duel to be found somewhere in the city nearly every day and, with nothing else to do, most of the days of his childhood and teens had been spent sneaking into arenas, watching the duels and dreaming hopeless dreams. It was to watch Amero fight, as often as not. Despite his abrupt change in fortune, the career as a duellist that he had long wished for was never a realistic possibility. As a sponsored student at the Academy, a position in his patron’s retinue was his most likely future. After falling out with Amero, as a penniless banneret a military or mercenary life was the most viable future for him. The costs of training and membership of a duelling salon were high, and it took a long time to establish oneself to the point of being able to make a living. 
 
     He was knowledgeable to the point of tedium on the workings of the arena, and coupled with his extensive education in the martial arts, Soren could talk about duelling with as much authority and enthusiasm as any man alive. From the age where he worked out how to sneak into the Amphitheatre and climb up onto the support beams for the sun awnings, Soren had watched nearly every duel there until his chance encounter with Amero brought him to the Academy. He often wondered how many duels he had watched there. Thousands at least, probably tens of thousands, and he felt confident to say he had seen every single one of Amero’s Amphitheatre matches. It was a bold boast, one that had gotten him into fights as a youth when Amero was the darling of the arena and the city’s favourite son. Now he found it difficult to think of the claim with any pride or affection. All things considered, Soren was the perfect choice to initiate contact with Gian-Cantaro Austorga. 
 
     Small arenas drew the less talented or the less established swordsmen, but they were proving grounds for new additions to duelling salons’ rosters and the maestros used them to get a feel for the potential those young men had for the future. Because of this, the small arenas still drew respectably large crowds for the most part. Everyone wanted to be the first to see a rising talent before they became famous, while others were fervent supporters of specific duelling salons, and would attend any duel in which that salon was represented. 
 
     Soren took his seat beside the disguised Austorga, nodding politely as he did. The first match began soon after, and Soren feigned interest in it with little difficulty. The duellists were an ill matched pair, one old and of no reputation, the other young and equally unknown. However, one was on the way up and the other on the way down, which often made for an interesting match. The elder man would fight for his pride, the fading hope for his career, refusing to allow himself to be bested by a younger upstart. The younger man would realise that the opportunities to impress were few, after which he would be passed over to earn a similar fate to the man opposite him. He would fight with ambition and the desperation born of the fear of ending up like his opponent. 
 
     The Master of Arms started the duel. The younger man attacked straight away, hungry and impatient. He had talent, but speed and energy were his primary assets. His opponent was workmanlike in his swordplay. He showed no flair, simply the movements of a man long accustomed to carrying out the practice of his trade. It was sad to watch; there was no joy or passion in it. 
 
     The veteran allowed his young foe to drive him back across the arena floor. There was nothing remarkable about the exchange and Soren didn’t hold out much hope for the younger man’s future in the arena. 
 
     ‘All aggression and energy,’ Soren said, to no one in particular, but with the intention of Austorga hearing him. ‘No skill in it at all.’ 
 
     ‘Couldn’t agree more, friend,’ Austorga said, without taking his eyes from the lacklustre display. ‘With the wars over, all the young bannerets seem to think the arena is the best way for career advancement. Most of them aren’t suited for it.’ 
 
     Austorga made an effort to mask his upper-class accent, but every so often the clipped pronunciations of privilege slipped through. 
 
     ‘Few are. Haven’t seen anyone come close to the Duke in his prime.’ 
 
     Austorga cast him a half glance, but concealed his feelings as quickly as he had allowed them to show. 
 
     ‘Not a fan of the Duke’s style?’ Soren said. 
 
     Austorga remained silent, and Soren worried that he had pushed his agenda forward too quickly. 
 
     ‘I’m not either, for what it’s worth. This might interest you though.’ He handed Austorga Giura’s decipherment of the message. 
 
     Austorga hesitated for a moment before taking it. He unfolded it and began to read. The blood drained from his face. 
 
     ‘Who are you?’ Austorga said, all semblance of a working man’s accent gone. 
 
     ‘Someone who can help you with your problem,’ Soren said. 
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     The study in Gian-Cantaro’s city mansion in Highgarden was a more appropriate place to discuss matters of treason that would lead them all to the headsman’s block if discovered. Giura was waiting for them outside the small arena, and Austorga ushered them both back there. 
 
     Austorga brought them into his house through the servants’ entrance, and then to a luxuriously appointed study. He sat and gestured to the other chairs. ‘If you expect me to discuss that note—which cannot in anyway be traced to me—with two strangers, you have another think coming.’ 
 
     ‘Why would you bring us back to your private study then?’ Giura said. 
 
     ‘I’m curious as to how you might attribute an obviously forged note to me. And if needs be, now that I have you here I can have you dealt with.’ 
 
     Giura smiled. ‘Well then, why don’t we begin with proper introductions? I am Banneret Intelligencier Vallis Giura and my associate is Banneret Soren.’ 
 
     Austorga sneered. ‘So I know your names. That makes little difference. That I now know you are an Intelligencier makes it even less likely I would continue this conversation. I can only presume you hope to extort me with this, this fabrication.’ He waved the transcription in the air. ‘With your names, at least I know who to instruct my lawyer to have prosecuted for harassment and extortion, should I choose not to have you dealt with in a more aggressive fashion.’ 
 
     ‘Why don’t you let me lay out the facts,’ Giura said, ‘and we shall see if I can convince you that talking to us is in your best interest.’ 
 
     Soren remained quiet. He was content to allow Giura to do the talking; he was better at it. 
 
     ‘I’ll address the matter of our fidelity first,’ Giura said. ‘If we were trying to lure you into a trap to have you convicted of treason, why would we have brought the message to you in the first place? Why would we not have taken it directly to the Duke? You might say that there is no way you could be connected to this note, which is correct, but in order to make this transcription we needed access to the original, which was marked with your seal. We could have taken that to the Duke, and it very definitely would connect you and your entire banking house to acts of treason. We did not.’ 
 
     Austorga’s face remained an emotionless mask. Either he was very brave, very sure of himself, or very good at negotiating from an unfavourable position. Soren was not sure which. 
 
     ‘Do continue,’ Austorga said, his voice equally impassive. 
 
     ‘If you accept that we’re not acting in the Duke’s interests, your next reservation relates to our motive, which you have incorrectly assumed to be extortion. Again, if we intended to extort you, the original message would have been the most effective. As you point out, this transcription could very easily be a forgery. If we intended to extort you, would we not have kept possession of the original? All we needed was confirmation of your plans and a way to get your attention.’ 
 
     ‘You have it,’ Austorga said. 
 
     ‘Your final concern most likely relates to our competence. My first point in that regard relates to your own judgement in employing your private couriers. I assume you endeavour to select the very best, most trustworthy men available?’ 
 
     Austorga nodded. 
 
     ‘Then does not the fact that I got my hands on your message speak to our competence? I can assure you that your courier is safely on his way to deliver your note, completely oblivious to the fact that I ever saw it,’ Giura said. 
 
     Although he remained silent, Soren had to admit that he was impressed by that. 
 
     ‘I will admit that is impressive,’ Austorga said, ‘but skill in thievery and code breaking is of little use for what the message hints at. How could you be of assistance to its author?’ 
 
     Soren grinned at the way Austorga spoke in the hypothetical, not saying anything that could incriminate him. There was little to support them other than the inferences that could be drawn from their conduct thus far, but for a man with as much to lose as Austorga, his approach to them would be steeped in suspicion and caution. 
 
     ‘I think I’ve done enough to demonstrate our intentions are not to do you harm, and that we both know I have more than enough reason to have you dragged to the Grey Tower if I wanted to, so I’ll cut to the core of the matter. You need to take aggressive action against the Duke. He’s not going to pay his loans, and you can’t let such a large debt be written off with no consequences for the debtor,’ Giura said. 
 
     Austorga remained silent. 
 
     ‘We have our own reasons for wanting Amero dead—it’s pointless getting into them now—suffice it to say that is what we both desire. My colleague is one of the few men capable of achieving that aim.’ 
 
     ‘Your colleague’s ability is the only thing you haven’t given me reason to consider,’ Austorga said. His voice still revealed nothing. It was flat and calculating, no different now to when he was responding to the perceived threat. 
 
     ‘You’re familiar with a man named Macchio Ferrata?’ Giura said, more as a statement than a question. 
 
     This grabbed Soren’s attention. How did Giura know about Ferrata? Then again, how did Giura know about most of the things he knew? 
 
     ‘It seems you know that I am. Austorgas’ Banking House employed him to handle one or two delicate matters over the years.’ 
 
     ‘Well, Banneret Ferrata is no longer available for employment. Banneret Soren is the reason for that.’ 
 
     Austorga’s eyes widened, and he nodded to Soren. ‘Really? That’s almost as impressive as you cracking our cypher, Banneret Intelligencier Giura. Might I ask how you did it?’ 
 
     Soren said nothing, but tapped the pommel of his sword. He felt foolish having done it as soon as he did, but if he was being touted as a dangerous killer he felt he had to make some effort to keep up the image Giura was painting. He was still surprised by the extent of Giura’s knowledge and found it difficult to think of anything else. 
 
     ‘What is it you suggest?’ Austorga said, returning his attention to Giura. 
 
     ‘We use your resources and influence to put Banneret Soren in a position to strike at Amero. That should lead to as satisfactory a conclusion as can be hoped for.’ 
 
     ‘Why don’t I just have him poisoned, rather than trust two men whose existence I wasn’t even aware of before today.’ 
 
     ‘I realise, Grand Burgess, that you are used to having your way in a great many things. In this, you don’t have a choice. If the Duke so much as suspects your involvement in a plot against him, your name won’t do you any good. If you choose not to work with us on this, I would strongly recommend your next appointment be to book passage out of the Duchy, to somewhere very far away. As my colleague can attest, the Duke’s reach is long, and he doesn’t forget his enemies.’ 
 
     Austorga drummed his fingers on the table, his eyes fixed on Giura. He switched his gaze to Soren and looked him up and down. ‘You think you can kill him? You said yourself what a fine swordsman he is.’ 
 
     ‘I can kill him,’ Soren said. ‘I just need to get close enough.’ 
 
     ‘How? A poisoned blade from the shadows?’ 
 
     ‘No,’ Soren said. ‘I won’t need poison.’ 
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     The fine detail of how the plot was worked out was of little concern to Soren. So long as they put him in close proximity to Amero without too many potential interruptions, he was happy to leave Giura and Austorga to thrash out the specifics. As he walked back to his inn, he considered seeking out a fencing salon where he could spend a few days practising. It had been a long time since he had trained with any regularity and he knew that he would need to be at his best when he faced Amero. As confident as he was, there was a kernel of unease in his gut every time he thought of Amero. For most of Soren’s life, the man had been a giant. His hero. The person he most wanted to be like. Every spare moment in his childhood was spent practising Amero’s new moves, pretending he was him, dreaming of having that life for himself. Could he, someone who had spent most of his life living in the gutter really defeat someone like Amero? The Gift had let him down before. What would happen if that occurred again when he faced Amero? Did he have the skill to prevail without it? 
 
     He also knew that allowing himself to place Amero on too high a pedestal was foolish. He may have been great once, but he had spent several years now sitting on a throne, boozing and wenching, not to mention the time that had passed since he was in his prime. Even during his final few years in the arena, many posited that he was no longer as good as he had once been. Soren very much doubted he could be called Amero the Magnificent now, but despite this he was not willing to take any chances. There wouldn’t be time to do much to sharpen his reflexes, as he expected Giura and Austorga would want to move fast. Nevertheless, every little bit helped. 
 
     His inn was looming into view when he heard a vaguely familiar voice. 
 
     ‘Banneret Massari, or should I say Soren. Fancy bumping into you here.’ 
 
     Soren turned to the voice. It took him a moment to place the source—the obnoxious ambassador in Voorn. It took him a moment longer to remember his name, Pierfranco dal Lupard. He was struck in the back of the head, and the unpleasant image of dal Lupard’s smiling face was the last thing Soren saw before darkness swallowed him. 
 
    [image: ]
 
     Soren opened his eyes and shut them again quickly, regretting having opened them at all. The sudden light hurt his eyes and triggered a headache as bad as any he had ever experienced. He opened them again, more slowly this time, allowing his eyes to adapt and aggravate his headache as little as possible. He looked around and tried to work out where he was. 
 
     There was nothing that immediately gave it away. Judging by the open space it was a warehouse, which most likely meant he was somewhere in Docks. Beyond that there was no way of knowing with any greater certainty. He was tied to a chair, and the bonds were tight; too tight to move at all. 
 
     He heard footsteps echo through the warehouse, coming toward him. 
 
     ‘I see you’re awake. I was getting a little worried that you would not wake at all.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard walked around in front of Soren. 
 
     ‘What do you want?’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘A great many things,’ dal Lupard said, ‘but chief among them at this point in time is the money you brought to Ostia to fund Balcio Kastor’s schemes. The money you never gave him.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Soren didn’t know how or where Kastor fit in with dal Lupard. It could be that dal Lupard was one of the entities that Kastor was referring to when he’d threatened Soren, but it didn’t matter. 
 
     Dal Lupard sighed. ‘I rather expected you might play the hard man. That’s why I brought a friend along. You do know I was an Intelligencier, don’t you?’ 
 
     ‘I’d heard it mentioned. How nice of you to remind me,’ Soren said, with as much scorn as he could muster. He was far from being of nervous disposition, but there were few who had not heard of the talents some of the Intelligenciers had for inflicting and prolonging agony. 
 
     The second man who came into view did not look subtle. He was built like a prize bull, and had enormous hands with scarred knuckles. Soren hadn’t had a hard beating in a long time, but he had taken enough not to hold any great fear of them. The alternatives that his imagination could create were far worse than the punishment a bruiser could inflict on him. 
 
     ‘Soften him up a little,’ dal Lupard said. ‘I’m sure I could make him talk now if I were of a mind to try, but I’d like him to learn the rewards of a smart tongue first.’ 
 
     The slab of muscle nodded and walked over. He didn’t waste any time on formalities, launching a ferocious blow to the jaw that knocked both Soren and his chair over and tumbling across the floor. It felt as though his brain was bouncing around inside his head, and when he came to a halt he had no idea of which direction was which. 
 
     Soren was still firmly bound to the chair, which had survived that first blow, but when the bruiser kicked him it collapsed under the combination of his weight and the force of the kick. Were it not for the scrambling of his brains from the first blow, the breaking of the chair would have represented an opportunity. As it was, he was barely aware of the release of his bonds. It was all that he could do to try and suck air back into his lungs. He tried to sit up, but was kicked again and sent sprawling across the floor before he got far. 
 
     ‘Enough,’ dal Lupard said. ‘Let’s set him up in another chair and see what he has to say for himself.’ 
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     Gian-Cantaro Austorga was a meticulous planner, and a powerful, wealthy man, but even he could not easily come up with a way to get Soren into close proximity with Amero, at least not without half a dozen of his bodyguards also present. Giura had not expected Austorga to be the magic pill that would solve all of their problems but he had been hopeful that a way forward would quickly present itself, even if it were to be challenging. 
 
     They all feared the danger Amero could pose on his own. With bodyguards also, even Soren was quick to acknowledge that it would likely be beyond him to successfully achieve their goal. It added to Giura’s growing frustration, and he was starting to wonder if they would have to find another way. Soren would not be happy about that, but if there was no alternative he would have to accept it—no matter how unpalatable it might be to him. 
 
     Unsurprisingly, there were few men that Austorga trusted to include in their plot, which made things more difficult. Any plan would necessitate the involvement of others for the tasks they could not attend to themselves, but they could not be told the reasoning for doing what they were ordered to, which led to the potential for them to misinterpret their instructions, and bring disaster down on them all. 
 
     Amero had still not left his palace since the attempt on his life, but that could not last much longer. It was already being questioned whether he was still alive, or if he had succumbed to wounds he received that day. When the voices asking those questions increased in volume and number—something that would not take long—he would have to show himself. Would that be their only opportunity to strike? 
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     ‘Now then, ready to tell me what I want to know?’ dal Lupard said. 
 
     Soren was tied to a new chair, the previous one lying in splinters across the rough gravel floor of the warehouse. Dal Lupard slapped him across the face as though to demonstrate that he was not above acts of violence himself, but it carried with it none of the brain rattling force that the other man imparted. 
 
     ‘There’s no money,’ Soren said. 
 
     Dal Lupard struck him again, the blow stinging rather than stunning. Clarity of thought was difficult to come by during the barrage of fists the larger man had delivered, but with dal Lupard’s, Soren found that he was able to focus enough to think. If he could play for a little time, keep dal Lupard doing the dirty work rather than his ox of a colleague, he might be able to work out how he was going to get himself out of this bind. 
 
     It occurred to him that he was not in the Grey Tower. That meant dal Lupard was acting outside of the confines of his authority as an Intelligencier. So long as that was the case, Soren had a chance to escape. Once dal Lupard had his money, Soren had no idea what he would do next; he knew too little of the man and his ambitions to predict his behaviour. As it was, the safest course was to presume that once Soren handed over the money, dal Lupard would kill him. 
 
     Dal Lupard was speaking, but Soren wasn’t listening. The time he was being afforded was too valuable to squander. Once the ox recommenced his beating, any chance for coherent thought would be gone. 
 
     The ropes securing him to the chair were too tight to allow the slightest movement. There was no way he could escape or fight his way free while he was bound to it. If he was to have a chance, his circumstances would have to change. He allowed dal Lupard’s voice back in. 
 
     ‘I’m in no hurry, but you really must believe that it’s in your own interests to reveal where you are keeping the money sooner rather than later. A hard beating is just the blunt end of my friend’s skill set. You’d never think it to look at him, but he’s a master with a knife. He can remove parts of the body that I can barely even see, without causing any harm to those around them. I’m told the pain is beyond belief. His reputation at the Grey Tower was such that it spread and he was able to establish himself as a private contractor. As I’m sure you’d expect, his services don’t come cheap.’ 
 
     Soren had to balance his desire to put his plan in motion with making his capitulation seem realistic. Could he give in now and not arouse dal Lupard’s suspicion? It would probably be better to take another round of beating, but he didn’t want to lose any body parts to the torturer’s knife just to lend credence to his ruse. Perhaps the appearance of the knives would be enough to make most men crack. 
 
     Soren spat at dal Lupard, dismayed by the amount of blood it contained. 
 
     ‘Very well,’ dal Lupard said, looking Soren up and down. ‘I wonder how much you’re willing to lose.’ He gestured to the other man in the warehouse, who walked forward, unrolling a cloth wrap as he did. He took two small knives from it and placed the wrap on a table before giving Soren an appraising look. 
 
     Soren bore the scrutiny for what he thought a reasonable length of time, and had to admit that he genuinely felt afraid. Once the torturer moved forward, he spoke. 
 
     ‘Enough,’ Soren said. ‘If I bring you to the money, you’ll let me go?’ 
 
     ‘Of course,’ dal Lupard said. ‘I just want the money.’ 
 
     Soren knew in that moment that he was lying. Whether it was just his death that dal Lupard had in mind or something else, Soren couldn’t be sure, but he was certainly lying. 
 
     ‘I’ll have to take you to it,’ Soren said. ‘I’m the only one that can get to it.’ 
 
     ‘A bank?’ dal Lupard said. 
 
     ‘Of course. Where the fuck else am I going to put that amount of money for safe keeping, you idiot?’ 
 
     Dal Lupard’s face flushed with rage, but he swallowed, took a deep breath and continued. ‘Well then, I’m glad we can move forward with this. But I think my friend should give you another few minutes to see if he can put some manners into you.’ 
 
     The torturer put his knives down on the table, then cracked his knuckles in a way that would have seemed comical to Soren, were it not for what he knew to be coming. 
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     Giura called to Soren’s inn to give him an update on the plan with Austorga. It had not progressed far and Austorga was leaning heavily in favour of trying to have Amero poisoned. Giura had experience with poison, and knew it was not all it made itself out to be as a guaranteed method of assassination. Targets often had an inconvenient ability to recover, even from large doses. Delivery was difficult too, and often caused the poison to be diluted to a level where it was effective only in alerting the target that someone had tried to kill them. That was before taking into account the tasters that paranoid individuals placed between them and every meal they ate. 
 
     There were other poisons that could be used, but delivery was the difficulty. If they could get into the palace and close enough to apply it, they could just as easily put Soren there and be confident of the result. 
 
     He was surprised to discover that Soren was not at his inn. He had a somewhat irrational fear of being recognised in the city, and spent most of his time there. Giura thought it was unlikely anyone would spot him. Even discounting the fact that the city was huge, with hundreds of thousands of people living there, most of his old friends and associates were either dead or in exile, while his enemies at the Palace now rarely ventured far from it. 
 
     Giura thought little more of it. He had probably slunk off to buy some more books to keep himself entertained. Giura headed back toward Austorgas’, where he was due to meet with Gian-Cantaro to explore other possibilities for advancing their plot. 
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     Soren spat a mouthful of blood onto the ground, glad to see that no teeth accompanied it. His face throbbed, and was so swollen he was barely able to see out of the slits that remained. It was amusing to think they had beaten him so far beyond recognition that the bank might be unwilling to allow him access to the deposit box he had placed the diamonds in. It wouldn’t matter in any event; if everything went to plan he wouldn’t have to lead dal Lupard and his thug that far. He would take the first opportunity he had to escape. If the chance to kill them both presented itself, all the better. 
 
     ‘Which bank is the money in?’ dal Lupard said. 
 
     ‘The only way you’re going to get the money is if I lead you to it. The bank’s under strict instruction only to allow me access to it. The clerk is familiar with me, knows what I look like, and will not let anyone else at it. Perhaps you’d like to have your thug knock me about a little more, just to completely destroy any chance that they’ll recognise me at the bank.’ 
 
     Dal Lupard frowned, then smiled. ‘We’ll go this afternoon.’ He gestured to the ox and toward Soren. ‘Not the face, mind.’ 
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     Giura had spent the entire morning in conference with Austorga, but they had finally decided on a plan that he was confident could work. It was the first time he had felt positive in many days, and planned on taking the news straight to Soren. The fact that he had not been at his inn the last time Giura called was of slight concern, but he didn’t intend to worry himself overly for the time being. Like as not, Soren would be there when Giura called this time, and any worrying would be for naught. 
 
     He exited the bank by one of the discreet side doors that led to the alleys surrounding the bank. He came to an abrupt halt when he reached the junction of the alley and the main street, bemused. 
 
     Three men were walking up the steps to the bank. They had not spotted Giura, but he instantly recognised one of them. Dal Lupard. Of the other two, one was a mountain of muscle, and the other was so badly beaten, his face barely looked like that of a human being. In spite of that, there was something familiar about it. It was Soren. 
 
     The question of what Soren was doing with dal Lupard was swiftly replaced by the realisation that there was trouble. He had to assume that dal Lupard knew who Soren was, and what his history was. Why that brought them to the bank was not so clear. Giura would have thought that dal Lupard would scurry straight back to the Duke with his prize. Amero was still looking for Soren as far as he was aware, albeit discreetly. Curious as their being at the bank was, it didn’t change the fact that this was a serious problem. 
 
     Could they be there to see Austorga? Giura thought it unlikely; Soren still knew nothing of their plans beyond their general intentions. It seemed too tenuous to make it worthwhile going to see Austorga, not when there was so much to be gained by bringing Soren straight to the Duke. 
 
     Giura considered going into the bank after them, but instead decided to wait to see what happened. There was little he could do to help Soren in the bank. 
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     ‘Banneret Soren, here to open box number forty-six, and retake possession of its contents.’ 
 
     The clerk looked at him with wide eyes. Soren doubted if he had ever seen anyone beaten quite so badly before. His face was only the half of it however. Dal Lupard had a long and vindictive memory, and had repaid Soren for his insults in the Ventish opera house—deserved though they might have been—many times over. He suspected at least two of his ribs were broken, possibly more, and that did not take into account the other untold damage that generated so much pain whenever he moved. The chance to make a break for it hadn’t presented itself on the way to the bank, and Soren was concerned that one wouldn’t. 
 
     ‘I’ll fetch Burgess Dellero,’ the clerk said, before disappearing into a back room. 
 
     Dellero was the man in charge of the deposit boxes at the bank. His job was one of great responsibility. He was entrusted with remembering the face of each man who left items in the boxes contained within the strong room. That, coupled with a signature, were both required before the goods would be discharged. If the face did not match Burgess Dellero’s recollection, significant paperwork would be required. 
 
     Dellero had the same reaction that the clerk did to Soren’s appearance. Dal Lupard shifted uncomfortably, no doubt wishing he had known of the recognition requirement prior to having the large torturer stave Soren’s face in. 
 
     ‘Banneret Soren?’ Dellero said, haltingly. 
 
     ‘The very same,’ Soren said, in as cavalier a fashion as he could manage. ‘Riding accident.’ 
 
     ‘I see,’ Dellero said. ‘Perhaps I could have a sample of your signature.’ 
 
     Soren nodded and took the copper tipped pen from the receptacle on the clerk’s desk. He dipped it in the pot of ink and, suppressing the pain in his ribs, scrawled an untidy signature on the ledger the clerk put before him. 
 
     Dellero looked at the signature closely, and compared it to the previous sample Soren had given. He gave Soren another look and frowned, as though trying to decide what to do. After a further moment’s hesitation, he spoke. 
 
     ‘I believe everything is in order,’ Dellero said. He turned to the clerk. ‘Please show the Banneret to his box.’ 
 
     Soren could sense dal Lupard relax beside him. He would have to wait while Soren retrieved the contents of the box, but he was close to realising his goal. 
 
     Soren followed the clerk through to the strong room, where the clerk unlocked his deposit box and handed it to Soren. Soren took it to the table in the small room and opened it. Inside were the two socks, stuffed to capacity with diamonds just as he had left them. In hindsight he wished he’d put a dagger in the box, but he hadn’t thought there would be the need. He took the socks out and hefted them in his hands. It was the first moment that he had to himself since encountering dal Lupard and he used it to think. 
 
     Soren reckoned Dal Lupard was going to kill him as soon after he got the diamonds as he could. That wouldn’t be possible in the bank, or on the street outside for it was too busy. They might take him down a quiet street or back to the warehouse. Murder in broad daylight would draw too much attention. He would have to make a break for it at the first opportunity. None had presented themselves on the way, and with time running out he would have to take whatever chance he got, good, bad or indifferent. 
 
     The ox was waiting for them outside; perhaps his chance would already be gone at that point. Could he make his break while still in the huge foyer of the bank? 
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     Giura leaned against the wall of a building opposite Austorgas’ as he waited for Soren to reappear. The huge, muscled brute of a man who was with Soren and dal Lupard waited by the enormous double doors on the bank’s architrave. Something was up, and Giura felt confident that there would be violence. He didn’t fancy tangling with the big man, and if Soren’s face was anything to go by, he wasn’t in any state to deal with both him and dal Lupard alone. 
 
     The big man was drawing inquiring looks from the bank’s guards, but he had done nothing to incite their hostility so for the time being their scrutiny was all he had attracted. Giura wondered how they might be used to his advantage should the need arise. All things considered, he would prefer to deal with things quietly, and out of sight, but if that was not possible, quickly would do. 
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     Soren had thought of using the diamond-filled socks as weapons, but they were too full for him to be able to swing them like a cosh, and not heavy enough to cause injury sufficient to make it worthwhile. He handed them over, hoping that holding so much wealth in his hands would distract dal Lupard. 
 
     He took the two socks greedily and hefted them in his hands, a smile splitting his face. ‘Diamonds. I hadn’t expected that. I presume they come from your friend dal Bragad— excuse me, dal Medenmeer’s mine.’ 
 
     Soren said nothing. 
 
     ‘I thought we’d have to get your new friend to haul a chest of coins back with us. Far more sensible way to go about things, this. Shall we?’ He gestured toward the exit. 
 
     Soren nodded, doing his best to give the impression of being cowed and defeated. Most men would have been after the beating he had suffered. Dal Lupard had him lead the way out of the bank. 
 
     ‘Got it?’ the ox said, when they emerged from the cool shade of the bank out into the warm sunshine. 
 
     It was the first time Soren had heard him speak in the day or so of their acquaintance. 
 
     ‘Indeed,’ dal Lupard said, patting the pockets of his doublet. ‘Straight to the Grey Tower.’ 
 
     If Soren had any control of his facial muscles, he would have raised an eyebrow. The Grey Tower could mean sustained torture or secure housing until he could be handed over to the Duke, not a quick murder as he expected. He wasn’t sure which eventuality he preferred. Could dal Lupard be after the bounty on Soren’s head? It all made sense. That must have been why dal Lupard came back from Venter. 
 
     ‘You’re aware of the bounty, then?’ Soren said, expecting the answer to be yes, but eager to throw a new factor into the situation. 
 
     ‘Happily I’m one of the few who are,’ dal Lupard said. ‘Otherwise I might have missed this opportunity. When Balcio told me about the money you were supposed to give him, I thought all my luck had come at once.’ 
 
     They started toward the Tower, Soren going as slowly as he could and emphasising a limp. Every second he delayed them gave him a greater opportunity to avoid ever arriving at the Grey Tower. 
 
     He watched each passing person, each gap in the crowd, whether they carried a weapon, whether they carried anything that he could use to effect his escape. Then he saw a face he recognised, and one that certainly noticed and recognised him. Giura. 
 
     Soren could tell by his expression that Giura did not want him to react, so he continued on, dragging his foot behind him and slowing them as much as he could. He wondered if dal Lupard and Giura were known to one another, both being Intelligenciers, but dal Lupard didn’t appear to have noticed Giura’s approach. 
 
     ‘What awaits me in the Tower?’ Soren said, hoping to ensure dal Lupard’s attention remained directed away from Giura. 
 
     ‘You’ll be held there securely until I can notify the Duke and pass you over to his custody. I presume you are aware of how eager he is to see you again?’ 
 
     ‘I am, but tell me this, how do you plan on holding me securely there, when you haven’t even taken the precaution of binding my hands?’ 
 
     This caught dal Lupard’s attention and he stopped and turned to face Soren. 
 
     Giura tossed his sword to Soren and in the same movement punched his dagger into the large man’s chest, driving him back and away down a side alley where the killing would be as concealed as could be hoped for. 
 
     The sword was in Soren’s hand for no more than an instant before he had its blade pressed to dal Lupard’s throat. 
 
     ‘A rather abrupt change of circumstances, wouldn’t you say?’ Breathing was agony, but this was too triumphant a moment to allow pain to impose on it. 
 
     Dal Lupard spluttered, but then composed himself enough to give an oily smile. ‘I’m forced to agree. I presume you’d like your diamonds back?’ 
 
     ‘I’d like a damn sight more than that, you sack of shit.’ 
 
     ‘Finish him quick,’ Giura said, re-emerging from the alley. ‘The Watch’ll be here soon.’ 
 
     Soren held his sword where it was, studying dal Lupard intently. There was so much Soren wished to pay him back for, one death seemed hardly enough. 
 
     ‘Don’t fuck about, Soren. We don’t have the time,’ Giura said. 
 
     Soren ignored him. All he could think of was the hurt dal Lupard had caused Alessandra, and the beating he had visited upon him. He wanted to demonstrate to dal Lupard the pain he had caused, to make him suffer for the things he had done. He stared at dal Lupard’s face, smug even now but showing traces of fear. 
 
     Soren could hear Giura’s voice in the background, the sound of people passing by and the noise of city, but it was all distant. For Soren, there was only he and dal Lupard and the anger the former Intelligencier inspired in him. 
 
     Slowly, all the pain made its way back into his mind. The sound all around him grew louder. He became aware of the odd looks people who walked by gave him, most trying to pretend they had not noticed the strange scene of one man holding a sword to another’s neck. He remembered the desire he felt to cause dal Lupard pain, to make him suffer, and felt ashamed. In spite of all the things he had said and done to Alessandra and Soren, that behaviour was beneath him, was reserved for men like dal Lupard and Amero. Soren didn’t want to be like them. 
 
     ‘What shall we do with him?’ Soren said, keeping the blade where it was. He noticed the look of relief on dal Lupard’s face, but knew it was premature. 
 
     ‘There’s only one thing we can do with him, all things considered,’ Giura said. 
 
     Soren nodded, and took dal Lupard’s throat out with a flick of his wrist. Soren picked up the diamonds before he and Giura hurried away, as quickly as Soren’s beaten body would allow. Killings were far from rare on the streets of Ostenheim, but they would bring the City Watch eventually. They needed to be long gone before that happened. 
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     Giura had to help Soren after only a few paces. ‘Are you all right? 
 
     ‘Nothing that I can’t cope with,’ Soren said. 
 
     ‘I’d been wondering where you’d gotten to,’ Giura said, as they continued away from the bodies. ‘How did you end up with dal Lupard?’ 
 
     ‘I’d met him before,’ Soren said, ‘when I was in Venter. He knew about the bounty that Amero put on my head.’ 
 
     ‘And these?’ Giura said, patting the diamond-filled socks in his pockets. 
 
     ‘I brought them across from Venter with me. They’re supposed to help pay the ransoms on a number of imprisoned nobles who, as it turned out, don’t exist.’ 
 
     ‘You know this money could have helped us.’ 
 
     ‘Not mine to spend,’ Soren said. ‘And that’s all there is to it. Where are we going?’ 
 
     ‘There’s a fellow I know. Dabbles in the illegal arts, but he’s pretty harmless. Something of a healer, and just enough talent to be useful. I’ve let him escape notice as I thought he might come in handy one day.’ 
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     Giura’s practitioner of the illegal arts was testimony to the fact that his choice of occupation was not a lucrative one. He occupied a one-room apartment at the top of a five story building in Artisans, which was sparsely furnished with low quality furniture. It reminded Giura about the master mage they had faced down in the alley, and the loose ends that remained because of that man’s activities in the city. He wondered how many men and women had received his training. Tasks for another day, but not ones that could be forgotten. 
 
     The door opened to reveal a slight, bespectacled man. ‘Come to kill me, Intelligencier?’ 
 
     ‘Not today, Franco. I’ve someone I need you to apply your foul and despicable arts to.’ 
 
     ‘Always glad to be of help to the Grey Tower, sir,’ Franco said, facetiously. 
 
     They sat Soren down on a spindly chair. Franco probed Soren’s face and chest gently with long, slender fingers. 
 
     ‘He’s had a right going over. Let me guess. Fell off his horse?’ 
 
     ‘A mind reader as well as a mage?’ Giura said. ‘You’re becoming too dangerous by far, Franco. Perhaps I’ll have to drag you off to the Tower.’ 
 
     Franco humphed. ‘Who’d you get to put the pieces together when someone falls from their horse then?’ 
 
     ‘Fair point. Put this one back together for me and I’ll forget about it,’ Giura said. 
 
     Franco got to Soren’s ribs, and Soren groaned in pain. Franco held his hand over the tender spot and took a deep breath. Soren could feel his skin tingle gently. Franco could draw the Fount to himself, but only in minuscule quantities; an amount that would barely alter Soren’s experience of the Gift of Grace. He was curious to see what the man could do with it. 
 
     He got his answer quickly. In the most unpleasant fashion imaginable, he could feel the fragments of broken rib move within his chest. He stifled a groan as he felt the broken ends connect with each other and an intense, hot sensation where the two met. He found himself hoping that Franco had put them back in the proper order. 
 
     With the ribs knitted, Franco held his hands over Soren’s face. Soren felt the characteristic tingling of a manipulation of the Fount, but the first notice he had of its effect was the widening of the narrow, swollen slits from which he had been looking out. He breathed a sigh of relief as the pressure in his face lessened. 
 
     Franco kept his hands over Soren’s face until his sight was almost completely unimpeded. The pain was reduced, but far from gone. The fact that his ribs were now back in the correct positions made breathing easier, but it was still extremely uncomfortable. 
 
     Franco slumped back onto the ground and looked as though he had aged ten years in as many minutes. ‘I’m afraid that’s all I can do for now. The ribs aren’t fully healed, but they’ve knitted. They’ll need time before they’re as normal. I’ve helped the other injuries along as best I can. If you wish to come back in a few days, after I’ve rested, I’ll be able to advance the healing process once again.’ 
 
     He looked drowsy and spoke with a slight slur on his words. 
 
     ‘Thank you, Franco. Once again you’ve justified my decision to leave you free to run amok through the city.’ 
 
     Franco let out a strained chuckle. 
 
     ‘Yes, thank you,’ Soren said. 
 
     Giura put a small stack of coins on a table beside the door as Franco crawled on his hands and knees toward a sleeping pallet in the corner of the room. Giura beckoned for Soren to join him at the door and leave. 
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     ‘We have a plan,’ Giura said, as he and Soren slowly walked toward Soren’s inn. ‘Austorga has sent word to the Duke that he’s willing to consider advancing further loans if Amero agrees to come to the bank to discuss an arrangement that will ensure the Austorgas’ see their monies returned with interest from the spoils of whatever venture the Duke chooses to use the fresh funds on.’ 
 
     ‘And I’ll kill him at the meeting?’ Soren said. He was walking more easily now, but not without severe discomfort. 
 
     ‘Yes. Austorga, in consideration of all that’s passed between them, says he’ll only meet with the Duke in the safety of his own office. He has a privy room connected to it, where you can wait. The Duke is to agree to leave his guards outside, in the company of an equal number of bank men, so that neither the Duke nor Austorga need fear the consequences of failure to reach an agreement.’ 
 
     ‘Has the Duke agreed to it yet?’ Soren said. It was the ideal opportunity, but he felt a nagging doubt in his gut that stemmed from the pain in his ribs. 
 
     ‘No, not yet, but he’s not likely to pass up the offer. He’s been feeding the town criers with gossip and rumours that the attempt on his life was an act of Auracian aggression, that they see the southern marches and towns as being ripe for the picking. It’s starting to build up some support for a war against Auracia. Nothing strong enough to move on, but the sentiment is building and he’ll want to be in enough coin to strike as soon as the opportunity presents itself.’ 
 
     ‘How long do you think it will be before Austorga has his answer?’ Soren was relieved to see his inn come into view as they rounded a bend in the street. He could think of nothing he wanted more in that moment than his bed. 
 
     ‘Not long. Austorga only sent the message today. I’d not be surprised if he has an answer by sundown tomorrow. We’ll need to be ready as soon as he does. Do you think you’ll be able for it?’ 
 
     ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I’ll be ready. A good night’s sleep will do me wonders.’ Soren didn’t want to elaborate, but he knew the Fount would speed his healing process and in a city as large as Ostenheim where the Fount was so strong he reckoned he would be near recovered by morning. He hoped he would be able to explain it away as Franco’s skill being more than met the eye. His gift was not something he wanted to become common knowledge. ‘I’ll rest up until I hear from you.’ 
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     Soren slept fitfully, but was already awake when the sky outside his window began to change from inky darkness to the pale blue of dawn. He lay flat on his back and tried to keep his breathing and heart under control. He was not well rested, but the excitement of the task in front of him would be enough to see him through. For the rest, there would be the Gift. 
 
     He gently tested the parts of his body that had received the worst injury, and was relieved to find that there was no noticeable pain. He had full movement, without any stiffness, and aside from feeling more tired than he would have liked, he was fit and well. 
 
     The bells distant in the campanile on Crossways rang out for seven bells, and it was time to get moving. He dressed quickly and checked his sword and dagger. He had checked both dozens of times during the night, but did so once again, ensuring all the fittings were secure. He never failed to revel in the beauty of the Telastrian steel. Part of him could hardly believe that his door had not been kicked in during the middle of the night, but he would continue as though there was nothing out of order. He checked and double-checked his pocket for the token Giura gave him to identify himself with at the bank, and then left. 
 
     Austorgas’ Banking House took pride of place beside the Great Exchange on Crossways. Most buildings in Ostenheim were built from brick, but the great buildings were constructed with cut stone. One did not need to know that Austorgas’ owned the building to be sure of the wealth and power it was there to house; every feature of its façade said more than any letters chiselled into an architrave could. 
 
     Soren took the token, a large, flat metal disc engraved with various unintelligible symbols from his pocket as he walked into the bank shortly after its doors opened for the day’s business. His boot heels clacked as he walked across the polished marble floor, the sound echoing in the large, and as yet sparsely populated chamber. There were only a few clerks setting up at their dark wooden counters, and one or two other people there. He felt a fluttering of nerves in his stomach. His mind briefly drifted back to the last time he’d been there, with dal Lupard, but he forced himself to focus. 
 
     He looked about to see if there was anyone looking for him as he flipped the token between his fingers in a casual fashion, but one which would allow anyone looking for it to see it. A man standing by a doorway on the left-hand side of the room nodded to Soren. Soren walked over and handed the man the token. He looked at it and then brought Soren through the doorway and deep into the bowels of the building, before finally arriving at a large and sumptuously decorated office. 
 
     There was an enormous desk in the centre of the room, a deep chestnut brown. The top was covered with dark green leather, decorated with gold filigree. Austorga was the sole occupant of the room, sitting on the other side of the desk, and the man that guided Soren this far retreated out of the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
     ‘So. Here you are, the finest swordsman of our times,’ Austorga said. 
 
     Soren couldn’t detect any implication behind the statement and almost coughed in stupefaction at the description, but stifled it. Giura had obviously been talking him up during their planning. 
 
     ‘Where shall I wait?’ Soren said, trying to sound confident, but not arrogant. 
 
     ‘There is a small room over there.’ Austorga pointed to a doorway decorated to blend into the wall. ‘It’s a water closet, but that is of little import. It will conceal you until I signal you to come out and kill dal Moreno.’ There was contempt in his voice when he spoke of Amero, compounded by his use of Amero’s title prior to becoming duke. 
 
     Austorga looked very different than he had on the other occasion Soren had met him. Clothes certainly did make the man, and his presence and appearance exuded authority. He had a thin, grey face that was clean-shaven. His hair was liberally streaked with grey and was shorter than fashionable, swept back across his head with not a single hair out of place. His clothes, though exquisitely tailored from dark blue fabric that must have cost a fortune, were a little too old fashioned to be considered stylish, but everything about him said that he did things his own way and did not give a damn for style or convention. 
 
     Soren had been in the presence of many powerful men in his life, a ridiculous fact when he considered that most of it thus far had been spent living in poverty. From the dukes of Ostenheim to the khagans of Shandahar, he had met benevolent leaders, tyrants and despots, and Gian-Cantaro Austorga bore the same air of incontrovertible power. The ordinary looking man he had approached in that small arena was long gone. His eyes were utterly cold and emotionless, devoid of the animated excitement they showed in that venue. 
 
     As well as powerful men, Soren had met many dangerous ones—psychopaths and trained killers among them. They tended to have a detached, emotionless quality about them, but none did it quite as well as Austorga. Soren felt as though he was being looked at no differently to a number on a ledger sheet. 
 
     ‘I have mechanisms in place to assume interim control of the city to ensure my own safety, and as a corollary yours, once dal Moreno is dead. Fail and we will all be on the headsman’s block before the week is out. Do not fail.’ He emphasised each word separately. 
 
     ‘Dal Moreno will be here shortly. When I feel the time is right, I will signal for my secretary outside. You will be able to hear the bell from the water closet. I cannot emphasise the amount of trust I am placing in you with this matter. Come out, kill him and we will be done with it. Giura assured me you are a professional, which my own investigation into your background confirms. It also revealed the history of your association with dal Moreno. This will not be the time to discuss grievances. When you come out of the water closet, kill him quickly. If you fuck about and still manage to kill him, you will attract my ire and that will mean much the same for you as if you had failed. Am I clear?’ 
 
     Soren nodded. ‘I don’t have anything to say to him.’ 
 
     ‘Good.’ Austorga gestured to the door. 
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     Soren went into what he expected to be a small, and perhaps not particularly pleasant smelling room. His surprise with what he found was unjustified, all things considered. Marble, porcelain and gold abounded, and it was larger than some of the places Soren had lived in over the years. Like the office, there were no windows to let in natural light. That was provided by a number of mage lamps that kept the room perfectly illuminated. 
 
     Waiting seemed to be an integral part of the assassination business, at least when it was being done to someone else’s requirements. He didn’t remember there being so much waiting around the last time he had dabbled in the profession, although at that time, there was such a steep learning curve he had little opportunity to allow his mind to wander. Now, all that was needed was a little swordplay, and there was no way to prepare for that in the time that was left. 
 
     He sat on the counter containing the washbasin. Only a few minutes went by before he heard the office door being opened and voices. There was no sound of commotion, so it was not the City Watch, or the Intelligenciers arriving to arrest Austorga for treason. Soren would dearly have loved to know what was being said, but he could only hear the muffled sound of conversation. 
 
     Soren closed his eyes and tried to calm himself. His heart was racing in anticipation, and his closeness to the moment of reckoning increased his nervous state, as it always did when he had to wait for a big occasion. 
 
     It was so much easier to plunge into action without having to sit idly thinking of it beforehand. That brought its own problems though. He took long slow breaths and tried to block the voices of doubt from his head. He grabbed onto anything that distracted him from any thought that increased his anxiety. He could feel his body reach out for the Fount, as it often did in times of stress. It was his body’s natural survival instinct trying to take over, but he had to control it. Like as not he would need the Fount soon enough, but to allow it force itself upon him, rather than to draw on it in the desired and controlled way would be more of a problem than a solution. 
 
     At first he thought he was imagining the gentle, tinkling sound of a bell, but as he focussed his attention on the sound, he was sure that he was not. It was time. He paused with his hand over the door handle for a moment, trying to decide between opening it discreetly and slamming it open to greater dramatic effect. There was never a second chance to make a big entrance. He chuckled at the foolishness of the thought. 
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     Soren chose discretion. He drew his sword and eased the door open. Time seemed to slow as he took his first steps across the thickly carpeted office floor. For Soren, it actually did. The proliferation of mage lamps and the three other men in the room provided more than enough Fount for Soren to draw on. Three other men—there were only supposed to be two. 
 
     He had forgotten about Emeric. He was never far from Amero. Emeric had always been decent to Soren, and he didn’t want to have to kill him. There was no time for such thoughts though, and when it came to it he knew he would have no choice. 
 
     The residual pain in his body faded into the background as the Fount flowed into him. Austorga proved his masterful self-control in that his eyes remained firmly locked on Amero, who sat at the desk opposite him, not reacting at all to Soren’s entrance. By doing so, he was allowing Soren a little more time before Amero reacted. It was perhaps a cowardly thing to strike down a man without a weapon in his hand, but Amero was too dangerous a character to give an opportunity to fight his way out of trouble. He was once feted as the greatest swordsman in Ostia, and deep-rooted insecurities made Soren question if he was truly good enough to beat him one to one. Considering the things Amero had done, there was little moral difficulty in any type of behaviour, no matter how dishonourable. 
 
     Soren continued forward and raised his sword, the Telastrian steel glistening with a sheen of oil and its natural, unique blue lustre. On a second thought he drew his dagger also. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Emeric standing by the door. Soren forced him from his mind; he would deal with him in turn. 
 
     ‘My Lord! Assassin!’ Emeric shouted. 
 
     Soren didn’t spare Emeric a glance. He slashed down with his sword, the intention being to split Amero’s skull from ear to ear, then turn to face Emeric, before leaving Austorga to clean up the mess. Amero reacted to the warning as quick as any man could without the aid of the Fount. In one smooth movement, he rolled out of his chair, drew his sword and parried Soren’s attack. The blades clashed with a chiming sound the like of which Soren had never heard before. The noise, as well as Amero’s scorchingly fast reaction left Soren shaken and uncertain of how to continue. 
 
     He backed away a couple of steps, taking a low, balanced stance with his weight evenly balanced between his feet. His body protested and his legs felt heavy, drained of power. The feeling passed as he felt more energy flood into his body. He couldn’t help but think of the noise made by the clash of blade. He had never heard anything like it before, and he was puzzled until he remembered that Amero also had a Telastrian steel blade, a named sword, more than a century old and passed down through his family. It was the first time Soren had ever struck another blade made from Telastrian steel with his own, a fact that was surely the cause of that unimaginable sound. 
 
     ‘Soren?’ Amero said. ‘Gods alive, I can’t quite believe it’s you.’ 
 
     Soren flicked his eyes toward Emeric, who was in the process of drawing his sword. His face was a scowl, as it often was, the pink scar on his face still twisting the corner of his mouth into a sneer. His moustache and pointed beard seemed different to how Soren remembered, but his smooth, bald head was still the same. 
 
     Amero held out a halting hand to Emeric when he saw the direction of Soren’s gaze. ‘Put it away, Emeric. I’ll deal with this pup myself. Keep an eye on Austorga.’ He cast a glance in Austorga’s direction. ‘And you. I’ll deal with you momentarily, and I would suggest you have the keys to your vault close to hand if you hope to live out the day.’ He looked back to Soren. ‘Well, well. I wondered if you’d ever have the nerve to come back. Can’t say I expected to see you here though.’ 
 
     Soren opened his mouth to say something incisive, but thought better of it and closed it again. Talking was just avoiding the issue. He lunged, throwing himself forward to cover the distance between them, firing the tip of his sword at Amero’s chest. Amero parried and took a step back. The blades struck one another with a chime that was almost musical, like the note the orchestra struck to signify the moment of impending doom at the opera he had watched in Voorn. 
 
     Soren moved past the chair Amero had been sitting in to close the distance again. Amero pounced, a feint followed by a cut. Soren was almost lured into parrying the first attack, but wisely held back and was able to fend off the second. 
 
     ‘Looks like you’ve learned a thing or two since we dragged you out of the gutter and put a sword in your hand.’ Amero smiled as he circled away from the wall and back into the centre of the room, with the doors, and Emeric, behind him. 
 
     Soren refused to be drawn into conversation. For a moment he wondered if Amero was planning on making a run for the door, but this idea was put to rest when Amero attacked again. Two thrusts, one after the other, forcing Soren backward and off balance as he parried and retreated as far as Austorga’s desk would allow. With each strike the blades rang out with that musical chime, different each time as though the swords were ringing out the emotion of each swordsman. Soren almost wished that he had more time to appreciate the unique quality, knowing that he might never have the opportunity to fight against an opponent with one of these rare blades again. He might never have the opportunity to fight against any blade again if he didn’t concentrate. 
 
     ‘Not got anything to say to me? Nothing at all? Even after everything that’s happened?’ Amero said. 
 
     ‘I’ll say it with my sword,’ Soren said, finally giving in to the temptation to speak. He wished he had just kept his mouth shut. 
 
     Amero sneered. ‘Oh, you do that then. I have to admit I was beginning to wonder if one of my bounty hunters had managed to cut out your tongue. But you’re right. Let’s allow our swords do the talking.’ He made no attempt to disguise the irony in his words or his contempt. 
 
     He lunged forward again and Soren parried easily, taking the opportunity to slide away from the desk and clear his line of retreat. He drew on the Fount again, and considered allowing it flood over him to push him into the Moment. He couldn’t think of a better time for it, but he wanted to avoid doing so unless there was no alternative. If he managed to kill Amero there was still Emeric to deal with, and there was a chance he would need to flee the city after the job was done, impossible with the post-Moment loss of consciousness. 
 
     Even with the world slowed by the Gift, Amero was still fast. The years spent sitting upon the throne had done disappointingly little to dull his skill. He closed the distance between them with a grace of movement that instantly made Soren envious. He moved from guard into attack with almost mesmerising agility and Soren had to remind himself that he was a participant in this fight, not a spectator. Soren couldn’t tell where the attacks were going until they were already on their way, and each blended into the previous as though they were all part of the same movement. 
 
     It was the level of technical perfection that Soren had always coveted, but never been quite able to achieve. Cut followed thrust followed by another cut. Soren’s speed allowed him to keep up with it, each parry ringing out a rich musical note like a perfectly tuned bell. 
 
     As enjoyable as Amero’s swordplay was to watch, observing it was getting Soren nowhere. He parried and riposted, launching into a flurry of attacks that gave him the initiative and pressed Amero back across the room. Even with the benefit of the Gift, he knew he couldn’t sustain this level of effort for long. 
 
     Amero bumped against the chair he had been sitting on and appeared to stumble. Soren’s instinct was to capitalise on it and strike home with the fatal blow, but he knew Amero too well. He was too cunning and too skilled to make that mistake unintentionally, even under the pressure Soren was putting on him. 
 
     Soren ignored the opening the apparent stumble made, and directed his attack on a different line. He knew Amero well, but perhaps not well enough. Plot revolved within plot in Amero’s mind, just as the stumble was the deception for the true ruse. He kicked the chair into the air, right in the path of the line Soren was attacking on. Soren’s speed meant he could react, and he pulled his blade back as he took a step in retreat. It wasn’t quite enough however; the chair’s leg glanced against the tip of Soren’s sword, knocking it ever so slightly to the side. More than enough for Amero to exploit. 
 
     He darted forward with a thrust to Soren’s exposed right shoulder. It would not be a killing strike, but it was a step in the right direction for Amero. Soren saw it coming, but couldn’t reverse the momentum imparted to his own blade by the chair. He did his best to dodge out of the way. The effect of the Gift was strong, and the pain of a wound would not bother him until later. So long as there was no damage to his shoulder joint, it would be like it had not happened. 
 
     The blade sliced across his flesh as though it was searing hot. His fingers went numb and his sword dropped from his hand, bouncing across the floor. The pain was so intense Soren felt that he was about to vomit. The world jumped back to normal speed and fatigue hit him harder than a run-away bull. He gasped and stumbled, and dropped onto his backside. It felt as though almost every drop of the Fount contained within him had been drained out, discharged back into the world around him. 
 
     What in hells had just happened? His arm burned and throbbed. The pain was excruciating, and all from little more than a scratch. His head throbbed, the usual consequence of being starved of the Fount. A distant memory popped into his head. When he first met Berengarius in the library of the College of Mages in Vellin-Ilora. The interest he had showed in the blade, and the fact that it was made of Telastrian steel. At the time, Soren had intended to inquire further about his reaction, but there were so many questions, there were as many he forgot to ask as he had answered. The curious look that Berengarius had given the sword had simply gotten lost amongst all of the other intriguing things. It had seemed of little consequence then, but now? 
 
     Soren looked up at Amero, who stood still, the blade of his sword glistening with Soren’s blood. He looked as surprised as Soren at the effect of that little cut. It was bleeding profusely, but no normal person would have been dropped by it. It was now all too clear to Soren why Telastrian steel had enjoyed its revered status for so many years, and it went beyond the physical qualities of strength and sharpness. It drained the Fount from whatever it cut. His own sword had done much the same when he had struck the mage in the alley. All of the energy he had been gathering dissipated as soon as Soren’s blade drew his blood. 
 
     Amero always revelled in his victories, and now was no different. He relaxed and lowered his sword, but Soren could tell he was still alert to danger. 
 
     ‘Squeamish, are we?’ Amero said. ‘Not the most useful of traits for a swordsman. I can’t say I’ve ever known a man to faint at the sight of blood. Have you, Emeric?’ 
 
     Emeric said nothing. Soren looked over at him. He was watching Soren, and had a pained, piteous expression on his face. Soren couldn’t recall seeing anything other than a scowl on that scarred visage. 
 
     ‘I have to admit, that was easier than I was expecting,’ Amero said. ‘You’re good; you certainly pressed me at times, and if you’ve killed all of the men I’ve sent after you, then I’m baffled that the sight of blood would drop you like that. For a moment, I thought you might even have the measure of me. Still, I’m not one to turn my back on a lucky turn of fate.’ 
 
     Soren glowered at him, but the gesture was just as impotent as he felt. He prayed it would not take too long to replace the energy that had been pulled from him. 
 
     Amero laughed. ‘So here we are, once again, with you entirely under my power. I wonder how it will turn out this time.’ 
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     ‘I know I’ve said it before, and I fear that I’m tempting fate saying it again, but here we go nonetheless,’ Amero said. ‘Goodbye, Soren. This time, I really don’t think we’ll be seeing each other again.’ 
 
     Soren drew breath between his teeth, grimacing for what he knew was about to come. Part of him could not accept that he had failed. He was so befuddled by the effect of the cut, he couldn’t take it all in. 
 
     Amero extended his arm and sword, pressing the tip onto Soren’s chest. He almost laughed as Amero did it. Even now, all Soren could think of was what excellent form Amero had. Perfect, even rotted by the arrogance and pomposity that coursed through every vein of his body. Soren had failed. He thought of Alessandra, her face, her smile, all the things he loved, and waited. 
 
     The pressure from the tip of Amero’s sword increased and Soren drew a sharp breath as it grew painful. He silently cursed Amero for toying with him. There was a clatter, and Soren felt his sword bump into his side, the hilt resting against his fingertips. Emeric had kicked Soren’s sword back to him. 
 
     ‘Emeric? What?’ Amero turned his head and looked at Emeric, so surprised that the significance of the movement was lost on him. 
 
     Soren grabbed his sword, slapped Amero’s blade out of the way and rolled to the side, finishing on his feet. He was still exhausted, but slowly recovering, and forced his body beyond what it felt capable of. 
 
     ‘What the fuck?’ Amero said, backing away from Soren. 
 
     ‘No more, my Lord,’ Emeric said. 
 
     ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Amero’s voice was confused and angry. He looked at Soren and back to Emeric with incredulity. 
 
     ‘You’ve crossed a lot of lines, my Lord. Too many, and I’ve crossed them with you. But no more. The magic, and now this. The lad’s beat. Running him through would be no better than murder. No more killing. No more magic. No more wars.’ 
 
     Soren checked his wound, which still bled heavily. It was painful to move his arm despite the cut being small, and he struggled to ignore it. Each time he tried, a searing agony burned through his whole body, making him want to vomit. It was all he could do to stay where he was, arm outstretched, warding Amero off. 
 
     ‘You fucking snake,’ Amero said. ‘After all my family has done for you. You’d be nothing without me. You are nothing. I’ll deal with you once I’ve finished with this uppity little shit.’ He turned his attention back to Soren. ‘It seems that every time I say that we won’t be seeing one another again, it comes back to bite me in the ass. Well, lesson learned.’ Amero looked to the side, as though in thought, but instantly launched into another series of attacks. 
 
     Soren had long since learned that one could never drop their guard with Amero. He was ready to repel the onslaught. He parried high and low, retreating a step each time, constantly amazed by the sound the Telastrian blades made when they struck each other, wary now also of the effect the steel would have if it came in contact with his flesh, besides the obvious. The pain was intense, but he refused to allow it dictate to him. 
 
     As they fought, he could feel his body warm as the Fount started to bolster him once again. His throbbing headache faded and the nausea subsided. The pain in his arm also seemed to be dissipating. After having been so thoroughly drained, he felt certain it would take a long time for him to draw in enough to be anything more than a comfort. Whatever happened in the next few moments, it would be without the aid of the Gift of Grace, or the Moment. 
 
     He couldn’t help but be amazed by Amero’s swordplay as Soren used everything in his repertoire to defend himself. Amero was always a master showman. Winning alone was not enough, and even in circumstances such as these, he couldn’t help himself. His swordsmanship was dazzling and had enthralled thousands in the city’s arenas, including Soren. Many tried to copy him, but none achieved the fluidity, speed and deadliness that seemed to come so easy to Amero. Entrancing flourish was followed by lethally accurate lunge so seamlessly they appeared to be the same movement. But they weren’t. Soren felt his eyes widen and his heart race as he saw something so familiar it amazed him that he hadn’t noticed it before. He had watched Amero fight hundreds of times, having sneaked into arenas to catch a glimpse of his once favourite duellist since childhood. He knew every move, had practiced them with sticks when real swords were still a distant dream. He knew this one, and the one before. And the one that would follow. 
 
     Soren launched into his own attack, a deep lunge with his sword hand high, the tip aimed at Amero’s chest. Amero parried it easily and Soren jumped back, leaving an opening for Amero to take the initiative once again. He could still hardly believe what he was seeing. 
 
     Amero attacked high and low, his signature combination to put his opponent on the back foot. Even recognising it and knowing its intent, it was hard to defend against. He so outclassed his opponents he didn’t need to bother with anything more elaborate. Amero extended his arm, with beautiful flourish of hand and sword. Then came the lunge. Same flourish, same attack. Soren began moving as soon as he saw the flourish. It was a risk, but rarely had he felt so certain of anything. Seeing it happening in front of him was too much to believe. He countered, rolling his wrist inward, pushing his hand high and aiming his blade’s tip low. His sword caught Amero’s with a musical chime, driving its tip high and wide. His own continued true, and the razor sharp blade cut into Amero’s chest with barely any pause in its momentum. 
 
     Soren wasn’t sure who was more shocked, him or Amero. He pulled his sword free of Amero’s body. Amero’s eyes were wide in surprise. He gasped in pain as Soren’s blade slid from his chest and dropped his own, pressing both hands against the open wound. 
 
     Amero fixed his gaze on Soren and smiled. ‘And you? After everything I gave you? This is how it ends? That’s gratitude for you, I suppose.’ He toppled onto his side, his face a picture of bemusement and let out one last gasp. 
 
     Emeric looked over at Soren. ‘Well, lad. What happens now?’ 
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     Soren had no idea how to answer the question. His mind was awash with so many things that he couldn’t focus; fatigue, pain, shock. He shook his head clear of everything but the present, and looked to Austorga who had regained his previous composure far quicker than Soren. 
 
     ‘I don’t know,’ Soren said. ‘What happens now?’ 
 
     Austorga pulled a crimson tassel that was threaded with gold braid. ‘Word will be sent to bring the next most eligible candidate for the ducal throne back to the city. Ranph dal Bragadin; a friend of yours I believe. Austorgas’ will ensure that his investiture is swift and unopposed. Life in Ostenheim will continue as normal.’ 
 
     Soren almost laughed. He hadn’t given any thought to what would come after. ‘You have it all in place?’ 
 
     ‘Of course.’ Austorga smiled, but there was no humour behind it. 
 
     ‘And what if Amero had managed to kill me?’ 
 
     ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference in the long run. Killing him in this way was little more than an act of vanity on my part. I wanted to deal with this without the involvement of the other houses. If it hadn’t worked today, the only questions regarding the now former duke’s death would have been when, where and how. The House of Austorga has not survived for over a millennium by failing. I have brothers, many cousins. If I failed today, the House would not. Once the decision was made to replace Amero, it became an inevitability. It was only the method that remained in question.’ 
 
     The cold, calculating certainty with which he spoke was chilling. The Austorga family had no titles of political power—the appellations of burgess and grand burgess were merely honorifics and the only ones they deigned to adopt—but Austorga spoke of world changing activity as though it was as inconsequential as a sweep of his pen. 
 
     Soren looked back at Amero’s body, the lifeless eyes. It was difficult to believe that it was over. There wouldn’t be any more men coming after him. The peace and happiness that he wanted so desperately, but had proved so elusive could now be his. Soren thought that he would be elated, but despite everything all he could feel was pity. Amero was dead and no one would mourn his passing; quite the contrary. He had done so much wrong, but one evening he plucked a young man off the street and gave him a life of which he had only dreamed. Amero had put Soren through hell, but he had to acknowledge that he would probably already be dead if they had not met. Soren wanted so desperately to hate him, but in that moment, could not. 
 
     Soren looked at Emeric, who was regarding his fallen master. As usual, his face was impossible to read. Soren wondered what lay in the future for Emeric. With all that had happened, Soren didn’t think he would be able to stay in Ostenheim. Execution was all he could look forward to if he remained. 
 
     Were it not for Emeric, Amero would likely have killed Soren as he lay there on the floor. He had always been kind to Soren. He would make sure Emeric got out of the city and had the money to start over, somewhere he could be his own master. Soren could think of a nice little farm in Estranza where Emeric would fit in perfectly. He was just as surly as the locals. 
 
     Soren took one final look at Amero’s lifeless body. There was much to be done, and no point in wasting any more time dwelling on the past; the future held too much promise. 
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     ‘I’m not going to call you “my Lord”, you know.’ 
 
     Soren looked over to Alessandra, who was wearing the wry smile that was always on her face when she teased him. Sitting on her horse next to his, she looked every part the lady that she now was, Alessandra dal Verrena. His wife. 
 
     ‘Well, I’m not going to call you “my Lady” then,’ he said. 
 
     ‘We’ll see…’ 
 
     He smiled and looked down over the land that was now his, a beautiful barony a day’s ride north of Ostenheim; the manor house that was now his, a magnificent mansion built for one of Amero’s created noblemen, now resident in the Duke’s dungeons. Duke Ranph’s dungeons. Little Rikard would get to learn to swim in Blackwater Lake, and watch the grapes grow on the Bragadin estates, as his father had, and his grandfather, and all the Bragadins going back to the days of the Empire. 
 
     Giura was back in the city, still chasing down the last of the students of the mage Soren had killed in the alley. When that job was completed he would take command of the Intelligenciers and report directly to Ranph, a promotion that was as much to do with an old relationship Giura had with Ranph’s family—something Soren knew little about—as it was with his role in bringing down Amero. 
 
     Soren took another look at his house. How would they fill all of those rooms? The sight of it all lost none of its impact on a second look. He looked to Alessandra. The sight of her happy would never lose its impact. He looked at the growing bump at her stomach, proof that the theories of an old mage were not entirely correct, and realised the process of filling the rooms had already begun. 
 
     He glanced back over his shoulder at the banners fluttering from the lance heads of his small retinue, waiting a discreet distance behind them. They were still white, with two belek flanking a sword, but they were intact once again and with a few years of study they would be blue. 
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