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  The Messenger

  A Lucan Drakenfeld Story


  It Starts with a Letter

  The heat of Venyn City was relentless, and people arranged their lives to avoid the worst of the humidity. Dawn and dusk became the busy periods in which serious work was conducted. Often, as a
  consequence, business spilled into the evening and – from there – into enjoyment.


  As an Officer of the Sun Chamber, I’d seen a lot of different places but nights here were livelier than in any other nation I’d visited, with a flourishing trade in the
  taverns and backstreets behind the temples. The scythe-like curve of the harbour became a meeting place for a different type of clientele from those of daylight hours. Drinking, music and
  pleasures, legal and otherwise, were the order of the night and morals became as loose as the city’s baggy fashions, with even some of the city’s priests losing their holy grip on
  righteousness.


  Loccon curse-traders and Atrewen astrologers converged on the city for this particular season, dispensing spurious advice in dark alleyways and creating a business in fuelling feuds that
  escalated with the heat. As the temperature rose, so too did the numbers of the City Watch. They charged from one neighbourhood to the other, sweating under heavy bronze armour, dark green tunics
  and trousers, all in an effort to stamp out the fires of unrest.


  So with the city reaching its annual peak of violence, just how much time could I afford to dedicate to a simple letter?


   



  Even before I unrolled the letter from the tube, it had already aroused my curiosity. Hardly surprising considering someone had broken into my home to leave it there –
  that kind of desperation would have alerted any fool to its importance.


  My apartment was in a rough, inexpensive area, so I should not have been surprised at the broken window that greeted me, but for the past five years I had found the building to be reasonably
  secure – as much as any place could be in Venyn City. A city renowned for its lawless nature. The small wooden shutters above the table had been levered open, and I looked through them to the
  courtyard beyond. A few traders were leading their mules to the evening markets, a mad semi-naked priest, who was a familiar figure, was urinating up against the red stone wall opposite, but there
  was no trace of an intruder.


  After examining the rest of the apartment to check if anything had been stolen, I sat down and examined the message tube in more detail. It was about the length and width of my forearm, newly
  crafted from expensive leather, and similar to those carried by private messengers but without any identifying seals or markings.


  I opened it up and pulled out the letter which, at first glance, appeared to be written in blood:



  
    
      
        
          
            Lucan Drakenfeld, representative of the Sun Chamber for Venyn City, heed my words. Everyone will see Prince Bassim’s death. The stupid boy-prince will be no
            more. Everyone in this city will be witness to his cessation of life. Everyone will marvel at what I have done.

          

        

      

    

  



  The door opened and, expecting the worst, I slid back my chair, knocking it to the floor. But it was only my colleague, Leana.


  ‘You were expecting trouble.’ She’d already drawn her sword before I replied. There was always a sense of barely restrained violence in Leana’s movements and this,
  combined with her standard warrior garb of drab-brown breeches and leather breastplate, was rather reassuring right now.


  I gestured for her to put away the weapon. ‘Whoever it was, they’ve now gone,’ I said, and explained what had happened.


  We sat opposite each other, examining the letter in the fading daylight.


  ‘Why send it to you?’ she asked. ‘If this person wishes to kill Bassim, why not just do it and spare us the bother of reading their gabble?’


  ‘I’d been wondering the same thing,’ I replied. ‘Whoever did it probably wants the attention. An audience for the act.’


  ‘So why give them what they want? Throw it away. These are the fantasies of some madman.’


  ‘But it concerns me – this parchment is high quality material, and the tube is well crafted. We should take it seriously.’


  ‘Spirits save me, if it was a poor man who did this, you would just dismiss it – is that what you mean?’


  ‘I didn’t say that,’ I replied.


  ‘You wealthy people are all the same.’


  ‘I’m hardly the same,’ I snapped, indignant at her tone. ‘Look at this place – I might have been fortunate growing up, but I hardly live like a king.’


  ‘That may be so.’ Leana turned her attention to the letter once again while I tried to calm myself. To be honest, I liked Leana’s confrontational attitude, as it kept me
  vigilant about my own flaws. And she was very good at pointing out any I had overlooked.


  ‘The prince has lots of protection,’ Leana said. ‘The youth is never left alone. He doesn’t even dress himself. No one can get near him. We should tell the head of his
  personal guard that there will be an attempt on his life, and they will deal with it.’


  ‘Well, we’ve no evidence of an actual attempt, only a letter. Though I do question these words . . . Whoever wrote this says “everyone will see”. That suggests any
  effort to kill the prince would be in the public gaze. As Bassim is a protected, private boy, that leaves few options.’


  ‘The Festival of Zanth? That is only a matter of weeks away.’


  ‘It is,’ I replied. ‘As a precaution, I’ll notify the Sun Chamber and wait for their advice. We’ve enough to be working on at the moment.’


   


   


   


  Business as Usual

  I continued with my business in Venyn City, thinking little about what were probably the ramblings of a madman. However, four days later, another menacing letter arrived, once again through another
  shuttered window.



   


  I will show you how close I am to Bassim.



   


  Seven days passed after that note – long, sultry summer days when it was too hot to do any work, and I longed for the change of season. Even at home in Detrata there would
  be snow on the hills come winter, but there was not much in the way of relief here. I made repeated requests to the authorities about a potential threat to Prince Bassim’s life, but each one
  was met with silence. I bought cups of good wine for my informants in the city’s underworld, to see if they had seen or heard anything. But they knew of no wider conspiracy being planned by
  the lords of the underworld.


  Much of my current work in Venyn City had been on behalf of the nation’s ruling council, and for the royal family whom I had never met. As an Officer of the Sun Chamber, I ensured no one
  stepped out of line with regard to the two-hundred-year-old laws of the Vispasian Royal Union. Some of the time I acted as a diplomat, but I spent most of my hours investigating those who might
  have committed fraud or treason. We also tried to maintain laws in the face of royal opposition. The most recent occurrence had been when Prince Bassim’s people claimed trouble with tribal
  warlords intercepting trade routes, but the Sun Chamber would not allow him to simply purge rebels without any evidence since it could inflame already sensitive border tensions, which were
  our primary concern. I was informed that such matters frustrated Bassim’s court, but they bowed to ancient conventions – they would not kill without evidence. Generally speaking,
  monarchies approved of our investigations and diplomacy, and it was in our mutual interest as it helped bind the nations of Vispasia together more firmly, allowing trade and peace to prosper.


  This was what I kept reminding myself in the job’s more mundane moments.


  My current case involved investigating a tenement manager, Jasilla, who was using her properties as brothels without a royal licence, in order to avoid tax. She was a smart lady in her forties,
  who had managed to evade all attempts to track her down. Soldiers from the City Watch were reluctant to divulge information to me, either, and I could guess why.


  After investigating another of her properties, again with no success, Leana and I had walked back to the harbour.


  The walk that morning had put me in better spirits. After buying bread from the market we headed back down a wide road towards the estuary, which was rammed with dhows and larger merchant
  vessels. In the light of the early morning sun they cast all kinds of shadows on each other. Beyond the curve of the bay and white arc of sand, a few ships were out in the clear waters. In the
  shallows, however, people moved in between the boats to wash away the detritus of city life. I never grew tired of the sights on offer in Venyn City. Yet I would always feel a stranger here.


  ‘Lucan Drakenfeld,’ a voice called.


  To one side, a light-haired, bearded man about twenty years my senior, and a black-haired woman perhaps a couple of years older than me, walked towards us. Leana moved to block their way, but I
  waved her back. They were no threat – far from it. They each wore similar clothing, black trousers and a pale-coloured shirt, but most importantly they wore a golden brooch of a flaming sun
  – the badge of the Sun Chamber.


  ‘Your message was received,’ the woman said, ‘and we were dispatched immediately.’ She held out a letter, one with the waxed seal of the Sun Chamber. I opened it and felt
  watched as I scrutinized the contents.


  It had come from one of the Commissioners. I was surprised that the message had reached that high. The letter explained that the man and woman in front of me, Marcius and Jaleh, were the most
  senior officers and would be assisting me in the business of the threats to the prince’s safety.


  ‘We want to examine the original letter,’ the man, Marcius, said. ‘Can you show us?’


  ‘Absolutely,’ I replied. ‘Do you think it serious?’


  Jaleh nodded. ‘One of our agents has given me good intelligence that there may be a plot against Bassim with respect to the Festival of Zanth.’


  ‘Then you need to know I received another letter.’


  Jaleh raised her eyebrow. ‘This is indeed serious,’ she said. ‘It’s of great importance that Bassim is not removed from his position. He’s needed to provide
  stability to the region.’


  ‘He’s only sixteen,’ I replied. ‘Who’d want him dead?’


  ‘You’d be surprised. His relative youth has meant very little effective governance for the region. That in itself is a good thing, for trouble happens when royals get the idea they
  need to make bold decisions.’ Marcius offered his hand and forearm, and we shook. I repeated the gesture with Jaleh.


  ‘How did you find me?’ I asked.


  ‘We knew where you lived from our records,’ Jaleh said. ‘But when you weren’t there, we enquired with your neighbours and followed your trail. There are not too many
  people cursed to wear the Sun Chamber cloak in this heat, so you tend to stand out in a crowd.’


  ‘Come, I’ll show you to my home properly – though I must warn you, it probably isn’t to your high standards.’


  ‘We know,’ Jaleh replied.

   


  Homeless men and women crowded into the darker corners of the city, seeking relief from the blazing sun, shading their eyes as we passed them. The sharply angled, black-slate roofs glistened in
  the midday light. The city grew quiet.


  We arrived at my lodgings, whereupon we found the door ajar and a third tube – identical to the first – lying on the floorboards. I picked it up and it rattled; so we gathered around
  the thick pine table and opened it up.


  This time it contained a silver ring, on which there was a white ship set into jet – this was the symbol of Venyn, evoking its ancient maritime heritage. The craftsmanship was incredible.
  The letter, written again in blood, read:


   



  A token of my intent, as promised.



   


  ‘What does he mean by that?’ Marcius asked.


  Jaleh lifted up the ring to examine it. I noticed the grains of desert sand in her hair. She looked at me with those startling green eyes and said, ‘This is a Venyn symbol. Who wears a
  ring like this in the city? Would the prince own a ring like this?’


  ‘I’ve only ever seen it on soldiers of a more senior rank,’ I replied. ‘It’s rare, but not rare enough for Bassim. Where would our letter-writer get a ring like
  that?’


  ‘By killing a soldier,’ Marcius said. ‘Or by being one himself.’


  ‘Are there any more markings?’ I asked, but after a few moments’ scrutiny Jaleh shook her head.


  I made my guests mint tea while they continued to analyse the third letter and I collected the other tubes for them to examine.


  In the same way I had, they noted the craftsmanship of the leather before reading the contents, and then they compared them to the most recent letter. The parchment appeared to match, and all
  three appeared to be written in blood.


  All the while, Leana stood by the door watching the small courtyard beyond, keeping a lookout, but I half suspected she just didn’t want to be a part of the conversation. She never liked
  to participate when I talked to other Sun Chamber officers, despite my efforts to include her.


   



  We ate a simple supper of fish and bread. We talked. Marcius and Jaleh had travelled from Gippoli, which was to the south of Venyn, a largely desert nation where they’d
  been stationed for the past five years. They said they’d heard of my father in Detrata, and then asked me a dozen questions of a more personal nature: how long had I been here, did I have a
  wife, had I been ill recently, and so on.


  ‘Where did you meet the dark lady?’ Marcius asked.


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  He tilted his head towards Leana. ‘Black skin and a lot of muscle on her. Tough little lady.’


  I noted Jaleh’s disapproving expression at his tone, which I shared. Her reaction was brief enough for me to suspect they didn’t work together – I could see that she
  didn’t have much time for him.


  ‘I met her in Atrewe,’ I replied, and handed him a cup. ‘And she is remarkably tough – much more so than I. Have you two been together for long?’


  ‘No,’ Jaleh said without hesitation. ‘We’re not together. I’ve been stationed in the north of Gippoli, Marcius to the west.’


  ‘Nearer Locco,’ he added, prodding around his teeth to retrieve a stuck piece of food. He wiped it on his trousers.


  ‘We are the nearest officers to hand, so we volunteered ourselves when fast-messengers were sent around the main cities. As I said, I’d had reports from an agent who said there might
  be news, so I stepped forward.’


  ‘Me, I needed a change of scenery,’ Marcius said, still ogling Leana. If he wasn’t careful, she’d wipe that look off his face – and I wouldn’t blame her if
  she did.


  After looking at the letters again, Jaleh said to me, ‘We will arrange to meet with Bassim’s people tonight to warn them.’


  ‘What can we do that his private guard cannot?’ I asked.


  ‘Marcius and I have both had many years of practice in organizing security for large gatherings. I worked in Locco and Koton with senior figures, so hopefully young Bassim will not decline
  our help.’


  ‘If you can get near enough to ask,’ I said. ‘He’s well protected and you have to communicate through his military network, not to mention those priests that surround
  him.’


  ‘I never understood that,’ Marcius grunted. ‘What can priests do?’


  ‘It’s what he does for them,’ Jaleh replied. ‘Bassim is their spiritual leader as well as royal ruler – he’s protected for his abilities to channel their god
  as much as his royal blood.’


  I nodded my approval of her wisdom.


  ‘Perhaps we can get a message through his gods, then,’ Marcius replied, smirking. ‘It might be quicker.’


  ‘God,’ I corrected, stressing the singular form. ‘Or more specifically, his goddess.’


   


   


   


  Bassim’s Palace

  I had not often walked near Bassim’s palace, having conducted most of my official duties with the city’s sprawling civil service. I was in awe. There were no buildings in the city that
  even came close to this grandiose three-storey white ziggurat. It was a statement of separation in itself – though the huge walls helped to confirm that stance.


  Jaleh produced a document from the Sun Chamber that contained sufficient gravitas to placate the palace guards. We were led inside.


  After walking along marbled corridors lined with bronze statues – some of them garish former royals in unnatural poses – we were guided into a large hall with highly polished
  floorboards and wall-spanning tapestries made with deep red and purple thread. Gold leaf had been used to finish the central pillars and define the ancient text written across the ceiling,
  presumably from one of Venyn’s spiritual books; though this language was rarely spoken – every nation used Detratan – I could recognize the words for ‘she’ and
  ‘only one’. We were instructed to wait, and only then did I notice the opening at the end of the room, which presented a view of the city. The sunlight bled across the horizon, a gust
  of wind brought with it the scents of the harbour.


  Into the hall entered eight men and women, each robed in green or grey silks. They walked with measured steps and formed a line before us, whereupon one of the more senior, a squat man twice my
  age, began to speak.


  ‘We received notification of a potential disturbance to his holiness. Explain yourselves.’


  Jaleh glanced over before taking the matter in hand. She explained in hushed tones what had been sent to me. I got the impression from his posture that this man did not think much of the Sun
  Chamber, or at least appeared little interested in the matter.


  ‘We have our own guard. Elite and well-trained soldiers, well beyond the powers of the City Watch. They will see no harm comes to him.’


  Jaleh sighed and ran a hand through her dark hair. ‘Tell me,’ she said, holding out the ring that had accompanied the letter. ‘Do those of you who protect the young prince wear
  such a ring?’


  He plucked it from her hand and inspected it closely.


  ‘Because,’ she continued, ‘this was sent with one of the letters. We have good reason to believe someone close to the prince, someone who works here, may be planning
  something.’


  ‘And why should we listen to the opinion of the Sun Chamber?’ he snapped.


  ‘You don’t have to,’ Jaleh replied. For a moment she whispered to him, obviously soothing diplomatic words because his expression changed. She gestured to Marcius and myself,
  and the old man stared at us with less aggression than before.


  ‘So.’ He stiffened and conferred with the others. I occupied myself with looking around the resplendent room, staggered by the wealth on show.


  A few moments later and he turned to address us once again. ‘We will take your advice. If there is someone among us who seeks to harm his holiness, it is in our interests to prevent him
  from doing so.’


  ‘Very wise,’ Jaleh agreed.


   



  We talked more that night and I grew used to their company. They were interesting people. Jaleh I found fascinating: there was a sense of determination about her that I admired.
  She spoke on diverse subjects, from the latest developments in astrological thinking, to the importance of monotheism in Venyn and the movements of nomadic tribes in the deserts. Marcius, however,
  seemed to enjoy simpler, and somewhat baser pleasures, and his comments were brief. He said that, in a way, it was a shame there weren’t more skirmishes and military tensions between
  nations, because that was what made life interesting for him. He had drunk a little too much wine and made a lewd suggestion to Jaleh about sharing her bedding. I felt disgusted with him at that
  point, though was that perhaps because I felt vaguely attracted to her? I had to admit, she had impressed me greatly. It was rare to find such intelligent company.


  Marcius went around to the communal outhouse behind our apartment to relieve himself and I caught myself looking at Jaleh as she inspected a piece of sculpture, noting her white shirt pressing
  against her tanned skin, her handsome profile.


  With a thunderous belch Marcius entered again. ‘The place stinks,’ he grunted. ‘You were right about living in a shithole. Even the rats ran away from that latrine.’


  ‘You must have been living in some fine places before you came here.’


  ‘No, not really,’ Jaleh replied. ‘I’ve been shadowing nomadic peoples for the past month. This is a luxury to me.’


  ‘No luxury out there, I can tell you,’ Marcius added.


  It was getting late. Although I had offered the two of them my spare bedding, they told me they had taken lodgings above the Al Nuyam tavern, just behind our apartment. In fact, I could see its
  front door from my bedroom. Marcius was happy to have a sea view, he said, and the two of them presently left us in peace.


   



  The next morning saw a brief meeting with more of Bassim’s military protection, and Marcius and Jaleh took full control of the situation. Using a skill in diplomacy I
  could only marvel at, they negotiated to increase security for the prince around the forthcoming festival – which was less than a week away.


  However, we were warned off speaking to him personally.


  ‘He speaks to no one outside his inner circle,’ a senior priest cautioned.


  ‘He should, perhaps, trust his inner circle less,’ I replied, noting that the ring on the priest’s finger matched the one sent to me.


  While my two senior colleagues set about planning, I was tasked with the potentially impossible job of investigating and interviewing those associated with Prince Bassim.


   



  He was not yet a full king, but he would be within a year, when he came of age. However, he was already a powerful individual and the transition was in name only. He was a small
  young man, with a shaven head, a broad face, and wide-set eyes – that’s all I knew of him. He was credited with a great many deeds, but I was sceptical about how talented he could
  be.


  The higher echelons of the civil service in Venyn were impenetrable to ordinary citizens, but as an Officer of the Sun Chamber I was permitted more liberal access. I spoke to several clerics,
  priests, censors, accountants, and eventually senior officers in the military, but they were all immensely cagey.


  A day of brief, fleeting interviews passed. No one had seen or heard anything of a remotely suspicious nature. I was wasting my time.


   


   


   


  Exercises

  She came at me with her sword, forcing me back against the wall, and I was too slow to block her blow at first, tripping on a cobble.


  My neighbours laughed, enjoying the spectacle as they’d always done. Leana and I had fought in the courtyard for a good five minutes and already I was breathless. People shouted a mixture
  of encouragement and abuse, and I noted that Leana was enjoying herself at my expense. As always. After pushing me through half-a-dozen more moves, we eventually stopped. I wasn’t going to
  win – I never did – but she was satisfied that I met whatever criteria she had in mind.


  ‘Better,’ she said.


  I panted something vaguely positive back before looking around, thinking I had seen a group of men who were not locals, but they had already vanished. I moved inside, where Marcius and Jaleh
  were working.


  ‘You’re far too active for this hour,’ Marcius said. ‘Besides, you look as if you lost.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘It’s good to start the day as a loser. It means one starts the day with an appetite to be better.’


  ‘Why do you do it?’


  ‘Partly to keep fit. Partly to let the neighbours know that they shouldn’t come here looking for trouble. It’s worked so far.’


  ‘She’s a good warrior,’ Jaleh said, then turned to speak for a moment with Leana. While they talked, I wiped away my sweat with a rag, and looked at what Marcius was doing.


  He had spread out plans and maps of the city on the table.


  ‘I’m looking at three potential routes that Prince Bassim is going to be making around the city for the festival. We’ve been asked to decide upon the safest option.’


  ‘If he’s with his own guard then does it matter which route you take?’


  ‘We don’t know if he is going to be protected for certain,’ Marcius replied. ‘So we must see which routes have the least options for an attack – taking into account
  the heights of rooftops and open plazas that crowds can fill. Those kinds of facts.’


  Leana and Jaleh wandered back into the room. Jaleh was admiring one of Leana’s swords. ‘This Atrewen weaponry is marvellous – match that with those skills . . . Well, no
  wonder you chose her to work with you.’


  Leana never really showed pride, and she didn’t now. She acknowledged the compliment and said, ‘Atrewen warriors are better than most of what I have seen in Vispasia. Our problem is
  that we spend more time killing ourselves than other people.’


  ‘Well at least it’s practice, either way,’ Marcius replied dryly.


  The four of us set about discussing the options before us, assessing the geography of the city, the buildings that would provide a good opportunity for archers and so on. We continued a rowdy
  debate for some time until we were interrupted by a clunk at the door.


  Leana went to open it and found a tube lying on the doorstep. It was identical to the others.


  We immediately ran outside, sprinting in different directions, Jaleh and Marcius going to the left, Leana and I headed towards two potential suspects walking quickly ahead. Leana promptly
  overtook me. The colours and tones of the city flashed by, but soon there were simply too many people around, too many bodies in the way, halting any progress. I scanned left and right,
  scrutinizing all the faces.


  We found no one.


  We jogged back together, past the apartment. A little way further on we found Jaleh standing by a body. A knife extended up from its back. Marcius had crouched down to examine the figure, a lean
  man a few years younger than myself, with cropped black hair. The quality of his clothing suggested that he wasn’t all that poor, but not exactly wealthy – baggy black trousers and a
  loose, grey cotton shirt.


  ‘I didn’t intend to kill him,’ Jaleh said. ‘He was getting away. I threw my blade at him, hoping to catch his shoulder while he ran. Unfortunately it hit his
  heart.’


  ‘It was a fine shot,’ Marcius added. ‘These things happen. Pity we couldn’t get anything out of him before he died.’


  ‘Is this the man who dropped off the tube?’ Leana asked.


  Marcius shrugged. ‘Maybe. Guess we’ll never know for sure. He might have been delivering it on behalf of someone else.’


  Jaleh looked as disappointed as I felt. I could tell she was annoyed with herself. I loathed having people die at our hands – that was not our choice to make, but a matter for the gods. If
  this was a case of an innocent man being killed, there was a family somewhere who had lost someone. Children who might have lost their father’s income – which only went on to create
  more problems further down the line.


  I rummaged in his pockets for anything that might suggest his identity, or which part of the city he had come from – even visited – but found only two small silver coins. Perhaps
  they were a payment for delivering the messenger tube? I gave a sigh and made a mental prayer to my goddess, Polla, that she might help us out.


  I arranged with the community wardens for the body to be taken to a nearby temple, before we headed back inside the apartment. There, we opened the tube that had arrived, and unrolled the
  letter. This time, it said only



  
    
      
        
          
            A gift for Lucan Drakenfeld and his friends. The more, the merrier.

          

        

      

    

  



  ‘Anything else?’ I asked.


  Jaleh turned it upside down and a shrivelled-up finger rolled onto the table. She creased her face in disgust, as did I. I examined it and noticed the marks that denoted where a ring had once
  been.


  ‘We should report this immediately,’ she said.


  ‘Whoever is doing this is mocking us,’ I replied. ‘They’re watching this place. They know that you’re here to help me. They don’t even care.’


   



  In the morning, a messenger arrived at my door in a blue silk outfit and ornate, plumed hat. Her brown skin glistened in the morning sunlight. She was clearly unused to such
  austere surroundings, and declined my offer of something to drink, but merely handed over a scroll. She waited for me to read it.


  ‘It’s from Prince Bassim,’ I breathed, noting the waxed seal containing the royal religious seal.


  Jaleh and Marcius stood over me as I unravelled it.


  ‘Oh, I can’t read this bloody dialect,’ Marcius said. ‘What’s it say?’


  ‘It’s Ornate Venyn,’ Jaleh said. ‘Can you read it?’


  ‘Badly, but the rough translation is . . .’



  
    
      
        
          
            Officer Lucan Drakenfeld and Honoured Comrades. I thank you for taking an interest in the preservation of my lineage. I have had dreams of late. Bad omens.
            Astrologers tell me things that worry me. If it is true I cannot trust those closest to me, who shall I turn to? The Sun Chamber exists to help Royals, so it is said. I accept your help.
            You are welcome to advise my subordinates. I apologize if they have been difficult to work with. I apologize, also, if I am unable to show myself to you, for my priests and priestesses
            advise otherwise. The divine light that I possess may not often mix with the light of the sun itself.

          

        

      

    

  



  ‘Pretentious cock,’ Marcius muttered. ‘Royals are the same wherever you go.’


  Jaleh glared at him. ‘Show some respect.’


  ‘We don’t exist solely to protect royals,’ Marcius muttered, a sentiment I agreed with, despite his rudeness.


  I thanked the messenger and asked her to return our gracious thanks to his holiness, and saying that we would do our utmost to protect him.


   



  I glanced left and right as the line of soldiers moved along the wide street. Walking along, I scrutinized the faces of everyone. Men with thick beards, women dressed in loose
  brown gowns, children scratching names on the walls, those watching the world go by. People peered down from rooftops, confused as to why five hundred elite personnel were marching in unison. I
  could understand their astonishment, though creating something of a show was part of the reason we were doing this. As well as rehearsing for the festival and preparing for the protection of Prince
  Bassim, we were making a defiant statement to the individual who was mocking us. We were presenting an impenetrable military barrier.


  Behind, sitting in an enormous palanquin amid the military splendour, were Jaleh and Marcius. Both of them were making notes about the route, gauging what the weak points of the procession might
  be. They were serene up there, whereas down here, with the soldiers, the air was thick with tension. Many of them wore a ceremonial black uniform and carried large, hand-held darts as opposed to
  spears or swords.


  A group of red-robed youths suddenly exited a side street and barged into one side of the regiment of soldiers. No one but myself, Jaleh and Marcius expected it – we had arranged a series
  of such staged attacks for today’s practice. I watched as the line immediately lost cohesion and noted how slack the rest of them became. These were meant to be some of the finest soldiers in
  the nation, yet within a few moments they had left the palanquin vulnerable to attack as they concentrated on the perceived threat. They were all too easily distracted.


  The next staged attack came from archers on a nearby rooftop, though this was dealt with more effectively. Two guards immediately held up their huge, rectangular shields to the blunt-tipped
  arrows, while I spotted some spectacularly rapid infantry dashing about the rooftops. That was more promising.


  Of the person who might be responsible for the letters, there was no sign.


   



  Jaleh put down her reed pen. ‘Ultimately I am impressed. Over the past few days we have recreated all the festival security routines we know of, and on the whole
  Bassim’s soldiers have been swift in dealing with the fifty-four tests. No matter who attacks that procession, we will have prepared for it. We’ve issued instructions to the guards,
  we’ve briefed senior officials, and they are all keen to prevent any attacks. We’ve done what we can – I’m satisfied.’


  It was late, and Marcius had gone out to find some more wine. Leana went with him to show him where there would be a merchant at this hour. Jaleh and I were alone – and I was glad of
  it.


  ‘What would you advise next?’ I asked.


  ‘Given that the festival is tomorrow, there isn’t much we can do.’


  ‘Have you heard from your agent?’


  ‘In what way?’ she replied.


  ‘You mentioned that your agent had information about plots within the city.’


  She looked at me softly, waiting for me to continue.


  ‘I simply thought they might have been able to point us in the direction of where to look. Perhaps our letter-writer will be hiding somewhere, in the basement of a tavern with a crew ready
  to attack.’


  Jaleh took a moment to contemplate the point before nodding. ‘There is, unfortunately, no more time. I tried to find him before I came to the city, but he lives outside and can be
  difficult to trace at times – as is the way with agents.’


  ‘Where was he?’


  ‘In a village up north along the coast – close enough to Venyn to be able to glean information, far enough to be able to avoid awkward questions. He was a useful man, with informants
  in every caste.’


  North, I thought to myself. North up along the coast. When we first met, Marcius and Jaleh had made it clear that they came from the south, from Gippoli.


  Marcius and Leana returned. We drank wine together for the next hour, while Marcius did most of the talking. Eventually we agreed to sleep, and our guests returned to the Al Nuyam tavern for the
  night.


  I took the quiet moment with Leana to ask her for her thoughts on our friends.


  ‘They seem normal,’ she whispered. ‘Like others from your Sun Chamber, though I have met too few to judge. They seem sincere. Why do you ask now?’


  I revealed Jaleh’s slip.


  ‘Is it possible she came from the south and then went to visit her agent?’


  I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t feel right. She’s lying.’


  ‘Have you asked her?’


  ‘No. That would draw attention to the fact that I know something is amiss.’


  ‘So what will you do?’


  I sighed, laid back and whispered, ‘In about an hour, we’ll need to create a distraction.’


   


  Three floors high, with a whitewashed facade that never seemed to collect grime, Al Nuyam tavern was a light in the darkness of this quarter of Venyn City. With several gaudy
  rooms, one of which I had stayed in myself when I first came to the city, it had somehow attracted slightly wealthier clientele, and became a hub of activity for businessmen.


  Leana lifted up a ground floor window without making a sound, and slid her taut body through the narrow frame. A moment later the front door opened, and Leana stood in the slither of darkness
  beyond.


  I had remained outside, but I was not alone. In the adjacent alleyway stood several youths I knew. They were good lads, even if they did interpret the law rather wildly at times. One of them had
  taken a shine to Leana, and I promised him that the next time he attempted to flirt with her she would not punch him in the stomach, as she had done twice before. Besides, I had promised the youths
  good coin to enter the tavern and to make as much noise and fuss as they wanted. As soon as Leana signalled it was clear, I waved for them to head inside.


  They did not need asking twice, and within a heartbeat they had begun to cause a ruckus in the tavern. It provided all the diversion we needed. Before long I could hear the screams of the
  landlord, followed by Marcius and Jaleh’s voices, who were promptly involved in the action.


  Meanwhile Leana and I scaled the outside of the tavern, climbing the brickwork and a sloped roof to the second floor. Leana levered open the window to the guest bedrooms, which Marcius had
  indicated were on the eastern side of the building when he told me they had a sea view.


  After checking we were alone, I quickly jumped inside. I rummaged around in their belongings, keeping one eye on the doorway – it did not sound as if the youths were getting any quieter
  downstairs.


  Their bags contained mainly clothing and a few trinkets, but little of interest. That is, until I found a purse of coins in one of the side pockets in Jaleh’s satchel. I looked inside and
  angled them so they were in the moonlight, so I could examine them better. They were silver coins, stamped by the Sun Chamber’s central Vispasian treasury – but there were several gold
  coins also. I picked one out and the markings seemed curious, so much so that I slipped it into my pocket and replaced the purse, before heading back outside. Leana nodded discreetly at me: we
  got away with it.


   



  Back inside the apartment, we sat at the table, my heart still racing.


  I was stumped. The coin possessed weird markings, of a kind I had not seen before. I handed it over to Leana, who tilted it this way and that. ‘The relief is too faint,’ she
  said.


  ‘I can’t work out the figure’s face either, but what about the rest of the markings?’


  ‘I cannot tell,’ Leana replied. ‘I think maybe I have seen something like it before. It could be nothing though. You let these things get to you, busy your mind. We need rest
  before tomorrow.’


  I couldn’t argue with that, so I laid down my head.


   



  We didn’t quite get to morning. Leana woke me up, sometime before dawn. In the darkness of the room she was leaning over me.


  ‘There are people gathering in the courtyard,’ she breathed.


  ‘What people?’ I rubbed my eyes and focused on her face.


  ‘I overheard them discuss this address as they walked past the window and around the side. I am not sure they were aware that this was the back of the building. Around ten of them. Now, I
  think, they are round the front.’


  ‘What did they want?’


  ‘I do not know. They were carrying weapons when I looked through the shutters. We should prepare for the worst.’


  I nodded. I knew when to trust Leana’s hunches. She had already changed into her warrior garb, her short sword at her side. We began to pack in silence and in haste, ready to make a
  quick escape. I picked up my own weapon. I made sure to take with me the coin I’d found in Jaleh’s bag.


  Then we waited, while she opened the shutters ready to exit from them a second time in one night.


  I closed my eyes listening to the far-off noises of the city, wondering if any one of the strange calls was in relation to the men paying a visit.


  ‘I do not trust this,’ Leana said. ‘We should go now. If there is no problem, all we suffer is a lack of sleep. If there is a problem, then we escape it.’


  Sighing, and knowing that Leana was probably right, I quickly tied my boots up before we both eased ourselves out through the window. I was groggy and the sky was about to change hue from its
  dark black to purple; there were very few signs of life at this hour. I was barely there myself.


  Bags slung across our shoulders, we stepped cautiously for some distance around the edge of the building, slipping in one of the narrow passageways at the far end of the courtyard, careful all
  the time not to step out of the shadows.


  There, up ahead in front of our building, were the men – eight in all. Two of them carried torches, the others held swords beneath their cloaks. They were standing in a semicircle that
  closed in on the door – I heard an almighty crash and half of them piled inside the apartment. Moments later they came out, empty-handed, and looking concerned. Just then, two more men came
  from the direction of the Al Nuyam tavern, with a figure screaming in their clutches: it must have been Marcius with his hands pinned back behind him.


  ‘Not me, not me!’ he shouted.


  Marcius was forced to kneel on the cobbles while a torch was brought forward in order – so it appeared – that these others could get a better look at him.


  Then another man cut his throat and he slumped forwards.


  The others quickly filed out of our apartment and then gathered outside. Leana made to move away, but I held her back. ‘Not yet.’


  I cautioned for her to be still and hoped that she’d mimic me as I pressed myself against the wall.


  The dawn was beginning to lighten the sky, and I realized that one of the men in the group was in fact a woman. It was easier to see Jaleh’s face as she looked around near the shattered
  doorway.


  ‘So where is he?’ I overheard her say.


  She was met with silence. Seemingly satisfied no one was watching, Jaleh stepped over to Marcius’s corpse, crouched down and went through his pockets. Without taking anything, she stood up
  and headed back, having a final look around before she pushed shut what was left of the door.


  Leana looked at me. ‘What was that about?’


  ‘More importantly,’ I replied, ‘why is she still alive, and fine, and Marcius is dead?’


  ‘She knew our visitors,’ Leana said. ‘You were probably intended to be killed along with Marcius.’


  ‘Probably.’



  ‘Then why the stern face?’ Leana replied. ‘You are still alive.’

     


  There was no point in trying to get any more sleep, so a little later we headed to an old friend of mine, Stantra. She was a craftswoman of supreme skill, having created many
  decorative items for the city’s elite. In fact, she was famed for her abilities to work metal, and was often invited to dine with those high up in the civil service.


  Leana and I entered her workshop just as she was lighting her furnace for the morning’s work. There were bronze vases, silver plates and an array of intricate ornaments arranged neatly on
  shelves. A circular window provided a view of the harbour.


  ‘Lucan Drakenfeld,’ she said, standing to greet me. Nearly twice my age, Stantra was a lady of substantial proportions and walked with a limp in her left leg. She always wore
  amazingly outrageous costumes – today’s vibrant red and white tunic being no exception. She embraced us with her unnervingly firm grip. ‘What a surprise! Always nice to see a
  handsome face early in the morning – though I prefer such handsome faces to be on my pillow looking back at me. It makes life so much sweeter, doesn’t it?’ She paused.
  ‘You’re in trouble.’


  ‘No,’ I replied. ‘Well, I’m not sure actually.’ I told her briefly about my situation, before producing the coin I’d found in Jaleh’s bag.


  ‘I know this might not exactly be your area of expertise, but I wondered if you’ve seen any of these markings before?’


  She took the coin from my hand and limped over to the window to examine it in the light. Turning the coin over to its other side, an expression of surprise showed on her face. ‘This is
  good quality gold, I would say. Very good quality – no other metals have been used. It is a coin you can trust. But it is also the coin of a warlord.’


  ‘A warlord?’


  ‘See this marking? The crescent – and this is a dagger. These are the markings of Dreddan. Whoever this belongs to is taking money from a warlord who wishes ill on the nation of
  Venyn. The only question is, how did such a rare coin get into this person’s hand? What would they do with it?’


  ‘It could be melted down and used later.’


  ‘Very true. You are mixing in strange circles, as always, young Lucan.’


  ‘What do you know about Dreddan?’


  ‘All his life he has wanted to unseat the boy prince, this much I know. Venyn protects its trade routes vigorously. Dreddan has always raided these for gold and arms. He is powerful. If
  Bassim is gone, there is instability here – Dreddan is free to claim all the gold he wishes. What is more, if his warrior tribe is big enough, he may push for control.’


  ‘Does he have a claim?’


  ‘No more or less than every other noble warlord. Even Bassim’s father was a pirate, once. Of course, all of this is simply gossip. Nothing can be proven – for if it could be
  proven, the army would have full blessings to rout him and drive his army from the desert.’


  ‘Bassim would need Sun Chamber permission for that.’

   


  Leana and I strode with urgency through the busying streets. ‘Jaleh has used me right from the start.’


  ‘Yes,’ came Leana’s blunt reply. ‘But we weren’t to know.’


  ‘The letters that came to my door. My first reaction was what any good officer would do – to ask my superiors how to act. They then dispatched the closest officers to help: Jaleh
  volunteered herself in response – she had stationed herself close by. All very convenient, perhaps. And, of course, she uses the more serious point of the Venyn soldier’s ring to get
  inside Prince Bassim’s palace. Bit by bit, she manoeuvres herself ever closer to Bassim. Each of the messages helps press for more urgency.’


  ‘What about the messages that came when we were all together?’


  ‘It’s possible, if she’s working with this warlord, that others would be on hand to help her. It’s also possible that the young man she killed was simply an innocent
  victim in all of this.’


  ‘All the while,’ Leana added, ‘she is making sure that this training, and our attention, is focused on attacks that are coming from the outside.’


  ‘We need to get a message to the prince. Who do you think he will trust – an inside advisor or me?’


  ‘You are an advisor too,’ Leana replied.


  It was true and we headed straight to the ziggurat. However, the guards greeted us warily. A conversation broke out among them and I could hear the local slang word for ‘traitor’
  uttered. They must have thought that we had killed Marcius. As if to confirm this realization, one of them made a move to arrest us, but Leana battered him away. We ran back through the darkening
  streets.


   


   


   


  Festival of Zanth

  Prince Bassim was not yet outside, but the crowds were waiting nonetheless. It was a curiously cloudy day, but incredibly humid. Soldiers suffered the heat in their glorious, highly polished
  armour. Their glittering line marked the edge of the procession, pinning back the masses. Of Jaleh, we could see nothing. We kept ourselves concealed, not wanting to be arrested for Marcius’s
  murder. There was little we could do but look on, watching. That said, Leana still maintained vigilance and we both held crossbows beneath our cloaks in case we saw an assassin.


  After an hour of waiting, amidst the blaring of horns, Prince Bassim’s palanquin came forth. His black banners stood tall, fluttering in the breeze, and I thought I could just about make
  out his figure sitting serenely on top. We managed to push our way to the front of the crowds behind the line of soldiers and followed the flow of people along the route. As far as I could tell,
  security was not great. There were no guards alongside Bassim’s entourage, which infuriated me.


  The noise of the crowd changed. Screams came from the distance, and the confusion spread down towards Bassim’s carriage. Horses lurched from a side street, trampling soldiers. The crescent
  and dagger of Dreddan’s tribal army could be discerned on the dark blue cloth of the riders. Hundreds of them flooded in, carving bloody arcs with curved swords.


  Then many of the people further along the street shed their cloaks and, to my surprise, were garbed in the black colours of Bassim’s own forces. As Bassim’s carriage collapsed, a
  figure burst out – that wasn’t the young prince up there at all, but a decoy.


  Leana and I stood agog. The black soldiers brought down Dreddan’s forces, dragging riders into the street and stabbing them before they could get up. A great dust cloud rose up, obscuring
  my view. Then someone next to me pulled on my cloak.


  ‘Officer Drakenfeld. Please, step nearby.’ It was the female messenger who had called upon me previously.


  She led us down three winding passageways, to a sector of the city far from the ziggurat and away from the crowds. We entered a simple room with terracotta walls and wooden floorboards. She
  opened a shutter to allow in a small square of light.


  ‘Is the prince safe?’ Leana asked.


  She smiled. She said nothing else for a while, contemplating her options. There was something strange about this whole thing. ‘Prince Bassim will be delighted with the outcome.’


  ‘You knew how to find me in the crowd,’ I said.


  ‘The prince has his methods.’ The messenger paused. ‘It is only fair you should know we have Jaleh.’


  ‘You caught her?’


  ‘Of course. We had used her perfectly and it was time to arrest her.’


  That was a slip. The messenger said ‘we’. That implied she had been involved, somehow. ‘How did you know Jaleh would be a traitor? I had only recently discovered the fact
  myself.’


  ‘Prince Bassim set her up to be so. Jaleh does not know fully what she has done.’


  My expression must have been one of extreme confusion. ‘She’s not the only one. I’ve been used as well, haven’t I?’


  ‘I am sorry to say that you have.’


  ‘At least tell me how and for what reason – it’s only fair,’ I replied. All the time I wondered who this woman standing there really was. I doubted a messenger would have
  access to any of this.


  ‘You see, Bassim wishes to prosecute the warlord known as Dreddan.’


  ‘Dreddan? It was he who gave coin to Jaleh.’


  She gave one simple, firm nod. ‘He has been troubling Venyn for many years. Because of him we are essentially only able to trade by sea and not across land.’


  There was that ‘we’ again. Suddenly I was struck by a thought: was this messenger . . . Bassim?


  ‘We know that Dreddan wishes the prince dead,’ the messenger continued, ‘and we needed to provide him with an opportunity.’


  ‘I see now. Jaleh started your opportunity.’


  ‘She did. My spies discovered she had spent some time working for Dreddan. One of my best agents, who I inserted within Dreddan’s tribe, encouraged Jaleh to worm her way into
  Bassim’s defence operation to allow the warlord to make his move. For her to do so, she had to create a situation of concern – the letters you received. Our agent with Dreddan suggested
  such a method.’


  ‘Secrets within secrets,’ I muttered. ‘And so I, Lucan Drakenfeld, became the concerned party in all of this, and asked for help within the Sun Chamber.’


  ‘As I would have hoped.’ She gave a soft smile. ‘Jaleh saw to it that she was the only official within the region. Having taken the warlord’s coin, it was she who came
  first to the city, albeit with her unfortunate colleague. Jaleh had not bargained that he would be here too, such is the way with large organizations like the Sun Chamber.’


  ‘It definitely was Jaleh who killed him,’ I replied. ‘So, I thought she was just using me as a vehicle to get close to the prince, but Bassim was in fact using us both?
  I guess it allowed Dreddan to make his move.’


  ‘That is so. He can be now prosecuted within Vispasian law. To kill him otherwise would have risked insulting many of the tribes, caused instability to my nation, but caused even greater
  trouble with your own organization. I would have been the one on trial.’


  ‘But by luring Dreddan into making a move, with proof, you can now be rid of him.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Dangerous, but . . . I didn’t think you were so intricate in your planning . . .’ I dared to say it. ‘Bassim.’ I let the name hang in the air, but whoever it
  was they made no physical response to my statement.


  ‘A lot of people know very little about the boy prince. Bassim prefers to keep things that way.’


  ‘I understand entirely.’ For a moment I saw something in that expression. I wanted to ask the question, but the young prince – if it was genuinely him standing there, and not
  his messenger – held up a hand to terminate our meeting.


  ‘I must go now. Remain peaceful, Lucan Drakenfeld. I will see to it that you are . . .’ A pause. A smile. ‘I will see to it that the prince commends you
  highly.’


  


  


  If you enjoyed The Messenger, read on for the first chapter of Retribution, the second novel in the Lucan Drakenfeld series.
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  Having just solved a difficult case in his home city of Tryum, Sun Chamber Officer Lucan Drakenfeld and his associate Leana are ordered to journey to Kuvash, the exotic capital
  of Koton, where a revered priest has gone missing. When they arrive, they discover the priest has already been found . . . or at least parts of him have.

  
  But investigating the unusual death isn’t a
  priority for the legislature of Kuvash; there’s a kingdom to run, a census to create and a dictatorial queen to placate. Drakenfeld finds that he is suddenly in charge of an inquiry in a strange
  city, whose customs and politics are as complex as they are dangerous.

  
  For Kuvash is a place of contradictions; wealth and poverty exist uneasily side-by-side and behind the rich facades of gilded
  streets and buildings, all levels of depravity and decadence are practised.

  
  When several more bodies are discovered mutilated and dumped in a public place, Drakenfeld realizes there’s a killer at
  work who seems to delight in inflicting torture and pain. With no motive, no leads and no suspects, he feels as though he’s running out of options.

  
  And in a city where nothing is as it seems,
  seeking the truth is likely to get him killed . . .


  23.10.14


  


  Waiting


  Standing perfectly still, I listened to the patter of the rain, mesmerized by its cadence as it brushed the leaves of the forest. Ahead of me four children from Bathylan, each
  of them wearing only a pair of short trousers and a ragged old shirt, played a game around the trees. One couldn’t help but smile at the way they endured the rain. Most adults tend to view
  the rain as a nuisance that soaks our clothes or delays our plans. We seek shelter under arches or loiter in taverns, scowling at the sky. But not these children. For them the rain brought a
  wonderful new dimension to their day. The sudden deluge delighted them and their faces creased in innocent delight.


  Sometimes I long to have such a view of the world again, and wonder what it might take to reclaim that perspective. But in over thirty years of life, a decade of which has been spent as an
  Officer of the Sun Chamber, the world has long since robbed me of my limitless optimism.


  This was a beautiful forest and my time here among the low, damp branches of hazel and ash was pleasant indeed, but I needed to head back to the settlement of Bathylan before the rain gathered
  momentum and really drenched me.


  Leaving the children to their games, I walked back towards the chasm. Standing at this precipice, my breath caught in my throat. Great heights were not an issue for me, but this enormous gap
  took even my breath away. A scar right through the forests and grasslands on the border of Koton and Detrata, it was a mile long and eight hundred feet wide, and an imposing sight. Down the cliff
  faces, birds spiralled towards their nests among the nooks, and at the very bottom, barely seen, were the white tips of a river in full flow.


  The wind began to pick up, offering relief from the humidity, as I strode across one of the four wooden bridges leading to the central village, which stood atop a single island of rock in the
  centre of the chasm. The bridge shifted this way and that under the pressure of my steps.


  Bathylan was a settlement no bigger in size than the largest and most sprawling of villas, but it had developed into an important diplomatic exchange point for trade and information. Situated on
  the border of Koton and Detrata, it owed allegiance to neither, though both flags could be seen on the rooftops: the black bird in profile on a yellow background for my home nation of Detrata, and
  the raised red stag on bold blue for Koton. Truth be told Bathylan had become an administrative island of its own, with tiny embassies and aged diplomats looking for a quiet life.


  One did not settle in a place like this. It was the sort of settlement that attracted travellers, a handful of well-established traders seeking to avoid tax, or spies, for it was well plugged in
  to the political scene. It was always easy to tell who the agents were. They always discussed, in a nonchalant manner full of casual hand gestures, that they were travelling on business,
  ‘researching properties’ or ‘investment opportunities’ on behalf of someone else. Imports and exports; the old trade. I made a point of smiling and revealing my Sun Chamber
  brooch to them, the flaming sun. It silenced some. Others thought it an opportune moment to pick my brain on various political agendas, showing no shame in their effort to glean information from
  me. Despite their presence, Bathylan, with its regular thoroughfare, and a gateway to the rest of the continent, was the perfect hub to rest for a few days while waiting for further orders.


  On the twenty-first day of our stay I peered out from the shelter of the balcony and sighed at the continual dreary weather. At the opposite end of the garden the blue of the flag of Koton could
  just about be made out. Beyond the Kotonese flag were the towering, forested and fortified hills – the rolling green vista of the high country – almost lost in the incessant
  drizzle.


  Upon discovery of a small library within the settlement, I had used its resources to brush up on my history of the nation before me. The current ruler, Queen Dokuz Sorghatan, had inherited the
  throne from her father, King Vehan Sorghatan, who had seized the throne in a military coup. For decades powerful rival factions had bickered over power within Koton, with no one clan ever
  maintaining overall control. The king’s bloody siege, known as the Night of Plunging Blades, had put an end to the matter once and for all and established him as the sole ruler. He had spent
  his final years in deep paranoia that someone would return the deadly favour to him. But he died peacefully two decades ago, and his only daughter, the young Dokuz Sorghatan, ascended the throne.
  It was claimed by the scholars who wrote lengthy pieces on Koton that the queen had since worked miracles with the nation and dragged it into the modern age, attempting to bury and rewrite the
  crude ways of the nation’s past – but I noted that the scribes themselves were of Kotonese origin, and were hardly likely to claim otherwise.


  A figure tramped quickly up through the swamp-like gardens of the station post. As she marched along the deck her boots thudded on the wet wood. It was my companion Leana. She took the steps up
  towards me two at a time. Her wax coat was sodden, even though the journey to the gatehouse to check for any new messages was short. A thick leather cylinder was clutched in her hand.


  ‘Next time,’ she said, the water pooling by her feet, ‘you can fetch your own post.’


  ‘Oh come on,’ I replied, ‘it’s not that bad out there.’


  As if the gods themselves willed it, a jagged line of lightning split the skies. It was followed shortly by a stomach-rocking boom.


  ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘let’s take a look at this. Hopefully, we’ll have orders to move on.’


  I took the dripping tube from her and noted the flaming sun in the wax seal – an icon of the Sun Chamber.


  At last.


  I hastily opened it and pulled out a rolled-up letter.


  ‘What does it say?’ Leana asked impatiently, every bit as eager as me to have a new job.


  ‘At least let me finish it first. It’s from Commissioner Tibus herself.’


  
    
      Lucan Drakenfeld,


      I do not like to leave our officers without purpose for long. With this in mind I am sending you to look into what may be a trivial matter, but it is local to your current position. We
      received a request from Sulma Tan, the Second Secretary to Queen Dokuz Sorghatan of Koton, to help locate the whereabouts of a senior bishop of the main temple of Koton. His name is Bishop Tahn
      Valin, and he has been missing for five days at the time of sending.


      You are to head to the capital city of Kuvash and you will liaise with Sulma Tan directly. Please note: only liaise with Sulma Tan. Koton is not a nation that
      looks often for external assistance. Its people are proud and Sulma Tan may have contacted us by mistake, for a second message followed immediately after, declaring that we were no longer
      required. We will disregard this message – use your discretion and send word as soon as you discover what is happening. The city has an exceptional messenger service, so I shall expect
      frequent updates.


      Finally, recent events in Tryum have, as we suspected, led to plans to press for a republic and continue without a king. The Senate is already conducting a radical overhaul of trade
      routes and distribution of the military. Be warned: things are not shaping up well in Detrata. The tensions are getting worse and could, potentially, represent a threat to the Union
      itself.


      On a lighter note, of the four proposed consuls elect for the first year, one suggestion is your friend Senator Veron. I hope this amuses you as much as it does me.


      Commissioner Tibus.

    

  


  I conveyed our orders to Leana.


  ‘About time,’ Leana replied. ‘Was there any news from Detrata?’


  ‘Yes, as it happens. Tibus mentioned Senator Veron.’


  Leana’s expression soured. ‘Has he drowned in a sea of his own debauchery?’


  ‘Not yet,’ I smiled, recalling my friend’s hedonistic lifestyle. ‘It turns out he’s a candidate for consul of Tryum this year.’


  ‘Spirits save us,’ Leana said, incredulous. ‘How does he do it? Can you imagine him in charge of a nation?’


  ‘In good times, perhaps, but not in the disarray we left it.’


  A royal nation without a king, heading deliberately towards becoming a republic, with a warmongering senate in control who were ready to break free from the united continent – the
  Vispasian Royal Union – and relive the ‘good old days’ of a conquering Detratan empire. No, that was not a good state in which to have seen Detrata. I could only hope that Veron
  would be a voice of reason.


  We had been involved in creating the current upheaval and unrest, an act that was still playing on my conscience. We had acted in good faith and brought justice where needed – but this had
  been the unforeseen result. A political nightmare.


  There was little we could do about it so it was best to concentrate on the job ahead.


  We packed our few belongings, and I purchased a long wax coat – similar to Leana’s – from the village store. After settling our bill with the guest house, we set out towards
  Koton and a city that may – or may not – need our help.
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