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Part 1 – Friends and Enemies

The Arbiter

“Burn them all!”
Thanquil tried to suppress the sigh that snuck up on him. He failed.
“Something to say, Arbiter Darkheart?”
“No, Arbiter Prin,” Thanquil said with a smile. The lanky Arbiter Prin glared back at him with hollow eyes. He was a dangerous man to be on the wrong side of and Thanquil had no intentions of making yet another enemy within the Inquisition. “Only, I'm not sure it's really necessary to burn them.” The words spilled from Thanquil's mouth before he had a chance to stop them.
Prin's face contorted with rage, a nasty snarl forming on his thin lips and beads of sweat standing out on his forehead. He took a couple of steps forward and Thanquil found himself far too close to Prin for comfort. The man was even uglier up close.
“Are you in charge here, Arbiter Darkheart?” Hot, sour breath blasted Thanquil in the face with each word and wide, angry eyes bore into his own.
“No, Arbiter Prin,” Thanquil replied, looking down, looking to the side, looking anywhere but at the ageing Arbiter now invading his personal space.
“Why are you here?” Prin's voice was deep, too deep for such a skinny man.
“Just passing through on my way to Sarth.” Thanquil's own voice sounded shaky next to Prin's. “Thought I'd help out seeing as how...”
“Do I look like I need help, Arbiter Darkheart?” Hot, sour breath again with a strange hint of vanilla.
Thanquil looked at the gathered crowd; scared faces glanced back and then dropped their eyes to the ground, not wanting to catch an Arbiter's attention. Soldiers, some with swords, others with pikes but all wearing the blue-black of Sarth on their uniforms. Then there was the family tied to stakes in the centre of the town square. Four of them, a mother and father, both plain-looking. The mother cried, the father looked both angry and scared but no tears there. A daughter, just reaching her womanhood was shrieking apologies for something or other and crying out a name over and over; could have been Arcus but Thanquil couldn't tell and didn't care. The fourth member of the family was a small lad, no more than five years old. The boy looked more confused than scared.
Prin followed Thanquil's gaze and snorted. “What's the matter, Darkheart? Brings back memories?”
Thanquil put on his very best menacing face and stared a hole through the man in front of him. “Yes, Arbiter Prin, you do look like you need help. But not any of the sort I can give.” He tapped his head with a single finger to drive the insult home. It was a petty and a foolish thing to say, Thanquil knew, but it felt damned good saying it.
Arbiter Prin snorted again then turned around and stalked towards the bound family. Thanquil felt like sighing with relief but he held it in this time. No use arguing any further, despite the fact that burning the family alive was more than extreme. A simple beheading would have served the purpose just as well and wouldn't have involved the stench of burning flesh which, Thanquil knew first hand, was damned hard to wash out of clothing.
Thanquil dug his hands into the pockets of his dirty, brown coat and resigned himself to watching a burning. He wasn't going to give Prin the satisfaction of seeing him leave before it was done.
There was something in his right pocket. Something metal, smaller than a coin but thicker and with stub coming out of the flat side. Thanquil had no idea where it had come from, no idea who he'd stolen it from or when or even where. He had a habit of finding small objects in his pockets. This one seemed to have some sort of engraving on it. He ran a calloused finger across it and recognised the design: a sword in the middle, with a sun above it and a single ray of light shining down. It was a button from an Arbiter's coat. Thanquil looked down at his own brown coat with all of its buckles, buttons and pockets. All eight buttons were still attached. He looked over towards Arbiter Prin, the exact same coat though muddied and a little longer. Two buttons missing. Thanquil grinned, he wasn't about to give the button back. Small victories, Inquisitor Heron had once told him, can defeat even the largest of men, and Arbiter Prin wasn't that large.
Thanquil removed his hands from his pockets, and then ran them through his mess of greasy hair; it was getting long again, almost down past his ears, and starting to curl. Then he rubbed at the stubble on his chin which was beginning to verge on being a beard; he'd need to shave soon. Then he started cracking his knuckles one by one. If Prin was going to burn them the least he could do was get on with it.
“Bloody witch hunters!” someone screamed from the crowd.
Prin's head snapped around looking for the source of the voice, his hollow eyes bulging from dark sockets, his lips curling up into a horrific sneer.
“Damn,” Thanquil sighed out then held up a placating hand towards Prin. “You just get on with your burning. I'll deal with the disgruntled masses.”
Arbiter Prin turned away and Thanquil walked towards the crowd, the soldiers with their pikes and dirty uniforms stood aside to let him pass.
“Which one of you was it?” Thanquil asked to the crowd.
“Me,” said an older man. Grey hair dropped in clumps around his weather-beaten face. He looked surprised that he had owned up to it. There were tears in his eyes.
“You know them?” Thanquil asked again. He didn't like asking questions.
“That's my boy an' his family. They done nothing wrong.”
“Yes they have,” Thanquil stated in a firm voice. “They wouldn't be up there if they were innocent. Heresy comes in all shapes and sizes. They have been questioned and they have been found guilty and they will suffer the consequences for their evil.”
“You're all the same you witch hunters. You don't care...”
Thanquil's hand shot out and grabbed the man by his tunic, pulling him closer. Thanquil was far from being tall but he seemed to tower over the man. “Be careful what you say, old man. We are not all the same. Arbiter Prin over there would have you whipped for calling him a witch hunter. Be thankful I am more forgiving.” He finished by giving the old man a hard shove, sending him crashing to the earth in a heap and with a yelp of pain. It wasn't something Thanquil enjoyed but he couldn't allow someone talking back to an Arbiter. If he let one off without even a warning soon they'd all be talking back.
“We are Arbiters,” Thanquil hissed at the crowd. “Trained and sanctioned by the Inquisition.” He let his gaze sweep over all those close by and each one averted their eyes. Then, disgusted with himself, he turned and stalked towards Arbiter Prin.
“You let him off lightly, Arbiter Darkheart,” Prin said in his deep voice.
The young boy, still tied to the stake, was watching Thanquil through unnerving, calm eyes. There was no fear there, no anger. Then the boy smiled, only a slight tug at the corner of his mouth and Thanquil saw the same thing Prin did, the same thing that had condemned the entire family. Darkness.
“Get on with it, Prin,” Thanquil growled, unable to take his eyes from the evil he saw in the boy. It was a terrifying thing to behold in one so young.
Arbiter Prin took a deep breath. “NOW I CLEANSE THESE UNHOLY BODIES,” his voice rang out with unnatural volume. “BY FIRE BE PURGED.”  The Arbiter's torch burst into flame, an act that would have even the most dramatic of bards gasping in awe, and he lowered it first towards the father's pyre, then the mother's , then the daughter's, and finally the boy's. Each one took only a moment to catch light and the flames started eating at the wood, growing higher and brighter and hotter with each second as the fire rushed to consume all it could.
It didn't take long for the screaming to start. Thanquil took a few steps back and watched with a grim mask of determination. Prin joined him.
“Still think a beheading would have sufficed,” Thanquil said his voice no more than a whisper.
“Not for the boy.”
Thanquil watched for a while in silence. After what seemed like an age the screaming stopped but the flames continued to grow hotter and hotter, consuming the pyres, wood, bodies and all.
“You might be right about that,” he said.

He'd never seen a tavern so empty, even the rats seemed to be avoiding the place. Thanquil had picked a dark corner of the room to avoid attention and Prin had joined him. For two hours they had been sitting there in silence and Thanquil couldn't say he was enjoying the company. Patrons entered the tavern and those same patrons left immediately after seeing the two Arbiters sat in the corner like shades of death waiting for victims. The tavern owner looked upset. In a usual evening the man would have been busy but tonight he was serving just two grim visitors and Prin had been nursing the same ale for two hours now. At least Thanquil had the good grace to be on his fourth.
“Heading to Sarth are you?” Prin asked. The question was so unexpected Thanquil had to check to make sure he hadn't dreamt it. Prin was looking at him, his face gaunt and pale, his mud-brown coat stained and missing two buttons. Thanquil rooted around in his pocket and fingered the Arbiter's button, considered giving it back, decided against it.
“Aye,” he replied. He tried to think of something else to say but came up blank so took another gulp of his ale to cover the silence.
“How long has it been since you were last in the capital?”
“Three years.” Part of Thanquil wished Prin would stop talking, that same part of him wished Prin would just piss off. “Give or take.”
“Hasn't changed much.”
“Apart from the God-Emperor being in charge of everything.”
“You weren't there for his inauguration?” Prin asked. Seemed he was the type of Arbiter who liked to ask questions, as if his compulsion would somehow work on Thanquil.
“No, I wasn't.”
“But weren't you...”
“Yeah, that was me.”
“Hmmm.” Arbiter Prin seemed to run out of questions. Thanquil sent a prayer of thanks to God and then realised the irony and almost laughed.
“Still a week's travel to Sarth,” Prin continued his deep voice loud among the deafening silence of the tavern. “Need some company on the road?”
“Not particularly.”
“It's not me.”
“Shame,” Thanquil said with a roll of his eyes, “I was just starting to enjoy your company.” He bit his tongue to stop from saying anything more and then met the open hostility in Arbiter Prin's eyes. “Sorry, Arbiter. So not you…”
“A girl. Found her a month back in a village on the border. She has potential.”
Thanquil played with the button in his pocket. “She's been with you for a month; I'm surprised she hasn't set herself on fire.” Again that look of hostility from Prin. Thanquil decided to give up on apologising.
“She's still a child,” Prin said, his voice little more than a hiss. “Not even in her tenth year. I would think you of all people would understand, Arbiter Darkheart.”
Thanquil took the button from his pocket, made sure Arbiter Prin saw it then flicked it into the air, caught it and pocketed it again.
“Fine. I'll do this favour for you, Prin. I'll be leaving at dawn tomorrow. Make sure she's ready to travel.”
Arbiter Prin nodded once and then, with an ugly smile, stood from the table and walked towards the exit. Thanquil couldn't help but notice the man did not pay for his ale.

Dawn found Thanquil waiting outside the tavern standing with his little chestnut mare staring at him with dull eyes, wondering why it had been taken out of the stables only to stand around waiting. Its bags were packed and it yet here it waited, and Thanquil was in the same boat. He could have just left and let Arbiter Prin deliver the girl to the Inquisition on his own, but if he took the girl, the Arbiter would owe him a favour and he could use a few of those.
Prin arrived with the girl in tow. She looked young, skin still smooth and eyes still bright, a short crop of messy blonde curls hanging down from her head. She hurried along behind Arbiter Prin glancing up every few steps but, for the most part, keeping her gaze locked on the earth beneath her feet.
“Sorry we're late,” Arbiter Prin droned in his deep voice. He had managed to find two new buttons from somewhere and had sewn them onto his coat. “This is Arbiter Darkheart,” he said to the girl. “Introduce yourself.”
“G'day, sir,” the girl said, her voice quiet and soft, “my name is...”
“I really don't care,” Thanquil interrupted her then turned to Arbiter Prin. “She'll be walking.”
“Aye, she'll do fine.”
Thanquil looked at the girl. She didn't seem to own anything, just the rags that passed for clothing on her back, a sturdy-looking pair of boots and the interesting glint of a silver chain around her neck; a necklace of some sort, a keepsake maybe.
“You owe me, Prin,” Thanquil said but all he received in return was a horrific smile. With that he turned and walked away, the girl hurrying to keep up behind him.


The Black Thorn
	Betrim leaned against the stone wall, eyeing the tavern. Wasn't much of a building, little more than two floors, one with a bar and kitchen, the other with a few rooms and a few beds, all encased in dry, rotting wood with a couple of shuttered windows for air. Still, he'd seen worse, seen much worse up close and personal. He'd been drunk in worse, he'd been hired in worse and he'd been stabbed in worse. All part of the job.
He leaned and he waited, sometimes getting stiff and shifting his weight, then leaning some more. The other two boys with him didn't seem to like leaning; Green walked around the alley all nervous-like, glancing up and down the street, as like to give away their hiding spot as be the first to spot the target. That there was the reason they called him Green, he was new to the game and the new ones rarely lasted long. No point in naming him for real. Bones was sat on the floor, legs crossed, cleaning his bones with yellow spit and brown rag. Betrim had to admit it was a real impressive collection of bones, not quite worth killing him over though. Not yet at least.
“Oi!” Betrim hissed at Green. “Get away from the fuckin' street.”
[bookmark: 2]Green glanced around with a sneer and sauntered towards Betrim. He had a real nasty look about his face, did Green, the kind of look that suggested he really enjoyed hurting folk, really enjoyed killing folk. Betrim, however, would put money on Green never having killed anyone; he would, except that Betrim didn't have any money.
“Who'r you ta tell me where I should be? You ain't in charge,” Green snarled as he swaggered forwards.
Betrim said nothing, his hand inching towards the dagger hidden in one of the many pockets of his coat. Boys like Green never lasted long in this game.
Bones sprang to his feet in between Betrim and Green, towering over them both. He shook his head. “None of us is in charge but that don't make him any less right, Green. You hang back here with us. Swift'll be here when it's time ta move.”
Green stopped moving but kept staring at Betrim, he snorted then hawked up a mouthful of phlegm and spat it on the ground; it landed three inches from Betrim's boot. Bones winced. The boy was lucky he missed. Betrim had only just got those boots, took them off a drunk sailor. Damned good leather too. The sailor hadn't even put up a fight he was so drunk, Betrim had only hit the sod once.
Bones put a big arm around Green's shoulder, one massive paw dangling at the end, and turned him, steering him away a little. Green sneered over his shoulder at Betrim.
“Look lad,” Bones said to Green, “ya new ta this game and new ta this crew so I'm gonna impart a little bit o' my friendly knowledge, eh. Experience ya might call it.”
“What?”
Bones sighed. “Don't piss off the Black Thorn.”
Green looked over his shoulder again, his sneer was gone now replaced by what looked to be worry, or fear. Betrim could never be arsed figuring out the difference between the two.
“He isn't,” Green said to Bones.
“He is,” Bones said to Green.
“Shit.”
[bookmark: 3]“Yep.” Bones sat back down and looked around for his discarded spit-covered rag. “So whiles he ain't in charge, that's true. Don't piss him off.”
Some men might have grinned, showing Green an almost full set of not quite pearly whites. Some men might have threatened, making sure to put the little shit in his place. Betrim Thorn was not those men. He was more than happy to go back to watching the tavern and leaning on his strip of wall.
It was the salt air, Betrim reckoned, put him in a somewhat thoughtful mood, reminded him of home. Not that salt air was pleasant. It stung the eyes, turned the throat raw, made skin all... salty. Not that home was a welcome memory either, nothing there but ghosts.
Betrim decided then that he did not like port towns. Not that Korral could really be called a town, it was little more than a large collection of decaying wooden shacks and a few better faring stone shacks all clustered around a large harbour like flies cluster around a fresh shit. Despite that, Korral had the stones to call itself one of the free cities. All that meant was that it didn't belong to any one kingdom or another, which in Betrim's mind meant somewhere between little and fuck all considering Korral was perched on the southern edge of the untamed wilds and no kingdom wanted shit to do with the wilds anyways. Still, it was as good a place as any to get drunk, to get hired or to get stabbed.
Green leaned against the wall not a foot away from Betrim and eyed him, nodding to himself as he did. “You really him? The Black Thorn?”
“Aye,” Betrim responded, one hand still hovering over his hidden pocket, the other over the shaft of his axe. He didn't reckon Green would try anything but he wouldn't be the first prick to try and make a name for himself by killing the Black Thorn. If Betrim had been just a little more cautious last time he might still have all nine of his fingers. And a couple more of his teeth. And a less bent nose.
“Did you really do it?” Green asked.
“Do what?” Betrim growled back.
[bookmark: 4] 	“Did you really kill all five o' 'em?”
“Six.”
“What?”
“I killed six, everybody always forgets 'bout the first one.”
“Shit.” Green's sneer had been replaced by something else now, something that looked a lot like awe. Betrim reckoned he preferred the sneer.  “Is that how ya got the burn?” Betrim ran a three fingered hand over the left side of his face, smooth skin where it should have been rough, puckered where it should have been stubble, pitted where it should have been smooth and tugging where it should have been slack. Not an overly large burn but large enough considering it wasn't an overly large face. “Aye. Got this from the fourth one.”
“Wow.”
“I told ya not ta piss him off, didn't say ya had ta lick his arse.” Bones laughed from the floor.
Swift rounded the corner at break-neck speed and slowed to a halt; bastard wasn't even breathing hard. He grinned from ear to ear showing a full set of white teeth; bastard had some good looking teeth.
“You boys ready then?”
“'Bout fuckin' time, Swift,” Bones said rolling onto his feet, “I'm freezin' my stones off out here.”
“Ya ain't got no stones, couple o' shrivelled pebbles maybe,” Swift shot back at the giant, still grinning.
“I'll fuckin' show ya I got stones!” Bones started reaching for his belt buckle so Betrim shoved himself off the wall and glanced out of the alleyway.
“Everythin' in place?” he asked Swift.
[bookmark: 5]“Aye. Guards is paid off. They won't be comin' round here at all tonight. Boss an' Henry are inside waitin' fer us.”
“Oh very fuckin' nice for them,” Bones whined in a deep voice. “We sit out here in the cold while they get ta 'ave a nice drink.”
“They can afford a drink,” Swift muttered.
“Good point,” Bones said and nudged Betrim in the ribs. “They here yet?”
“No.”
“Should be here real soon. I weren't too far ahead of 'em,” Swift said from behind
having taken to leaning on Betrim's spot of wall. Something about that pissed the Black
Thorn off but he kept silent.
“How d'ya wanna do this?” Bones asked.
“Flip a coin?” Betrim suggested.
“You got a coin?”
Betrim grunted and turned to Green. “Gimme a coin, lad.”
“What for?”
“Just fuckin' hand me a coin!”
Green grumbled and shoved his hand into a pocket, pulling out a bronze bit. He stared at it for a moment and then slapped it into Betrim's waiting five fingered hand.
“Heads or tails?” Betrim asked.
Bones squinted at the Black Thorn. “Tails.”
The coin flicked into the air, spinning and glinting in the dim lantern light before
slapping back down into Betrim's waiting hand. Bones peered over.
“Shit!”
“Always bet heads,” Betrim sneered and pocketed the coin.
“Hey wait a sec...”
[bookmark: 6]“Shut the fuck up, Green,” Bones snarled. “Target's here.”
Eight men were walking down the street. Six of them were big lads, looked like they knew how to handle themselves and how to handle others if it came down to it. One was smaller, well dressed and walking at the head of the procession. The last of them was cloaked and hooded, all in black, shuffling along in the centre of the group, protected. None of them looked too worried about an ambush. A calm, unhurried stroll to a tavern is all it was. Except that the hooded one had a price on his head. A price large enough for the Boss to risk long odds in getting it. They entered the tavern with no rush and were gone from sight.
“Right then,” Bones said rubbing his hands together, “five minutes?”
“Give or take.” Betrim agreed.
“Good. Green, you stand outside, watch the door an' kill anyone who tries to leave who ain't us. Swift...”
“Yeah, yeah. I'll take the window.” Swift strolled off towards the tavern, taking his bow from his shoulder and fingering his quiver of arrows like as if it were a woman. Something about the sight disgusted Betrim.
“Why do I gotta stand outside?” Green complained.
“Cos me an' the Black Thorn know what we doing. First time here with us, ya get the shit job.”
Green grumbled but didn't argue any further. Everyone knew their job, there was
nothing left to do but wait.
“YOU SON OF A WHORE! OOOFF. CALL THAT A PUNCH?” Bones always did have a flair for the dramatic. Betrim's performances had always lacked a certain passion in comparison, something to do with not liking being hit, he reckoned.
[bookmark: 7]Bones burst through the door to the tavern backwards, stumbled a few steps caught his feet on each other and tripped, flipping a table over as he fell. The two occupants of the table sprang up from their chairs, faces somewhere between scared and confused, and backed away from the giant sprawling mess now groaning on the floor.
Betrim followed through the door a moment later growling low in his throat as he
stalked towards Bones. All eyes in the tavern turned to him, as good a distraction as he'd ever made.
“By Pelsing's golden tits. It's the Black Thorn!” shouted one of the eight, the little well-dressed one. “He's here for us. Kill him!”
Not the best of outcomes but a good distraction all the same. Two of the eight were dead before they'd gained their feet; one with the Boss' axe splitting his skull from top to jaw, the other with Henry's daggers in his neck. The crazy bitch grinned as she drew them out, cutting the man's neck open from the inside, spraying bright red gore all over the table.
Betrim roared, axe in hand and charged at one of the eight. There was a dull thud and the man looked confused. He reached up to find an arrow in his neck and stumbled a step. Betrim's axe bit deep into his face, dropping the corpse and spattering himself with blood.
He turned just in time to catch the wrist of a man swinging a heavy-looking sword at him. A punch to the face sent Betrim reeling with bright lights in his eyes and the taste of blood in his mouth and he found himself being pushed backwards by a man much bigger than him. He caught the man's other wrist just as he hit the wall, hard.
Betrim spat into the face of the big man, sent a thick, metal-plated knee into his crotch and then butted his scarred forehead into the man's face once, twice, three times. The big man stumbled backwards clutching at the bloody ruined mess of his nose and then froze. He gurgled, bloody froth issuing from his mouth and then dropped to the floor in a messy heap. Betrim saw Henry standing there, cruel smile on her scarred lips and dark red blood dripping from her two daggers.
“Crazy bitch,” Betrim said as he started forwards, giving Henry a shove with his
[bookmark: 8]shoulder as he passed her. She stumbled a step then grinned up at him, full set of teeth, some yellowing but most good.
Only two of the eight left now. One of them was a giant, towering over everyone but Bones who was, it had to be said, not a small lad. The other was the smaller, well-dressed man, the one who'd recognised the Black Thorn.
“Don't just stand there,” the well-dressed one screeched at the giant, “fucking kill
them!”
The giant looked around, didn't like the odds and tossed his sword onto the floor. Bollocks to that,” he said and held up his hands, began walking for the door.
Bones moved aside a little to let the man pass but watched him all the way. Henry
looked as if she wanted to stab him but she held back. The Boss was advancing on the well-dressed man.
“Shit!” he hissed as he tossed down his sword. The Boss herded him against the wall, mouth full of metal grinning out of his black-as-night face. It was a rich and tough man that could stomach having metal teeth, Betrim reckoned, and the Boss was all sorts of tough.
“Hold up,” Betrim called from behind and moved forwards. “Mind if I have a word, Boss?”
The Boss looked sideways at Betrim and shrugged. “Suit ya'self, Thorn.”
Betrim stared at the little well-dressed man pressed back against the wall. He was
rightfully nervous, sweating dark, wet stains into his fancy clothing. His light, greasy hair
was plastered to his skull and his bloodshot eyes flicked about from one member of the crew to the next.
“How is it you knew me so quick?” Betrim asked.
[bookmark: 9]“You kidding me? Burnt up, scarred face like yours? Be a bloody prick not to know you.” The little man sneered up at Betrim. “Inquisition is after you something fierce, Black Thorn. If I'd knew you were here I'd have told that Arbiter.”
“There's one here? In Korral?”
The little well-dressed man grinned.
“Fuck! Ya need this one, Boss?”
“Nope.” The Boss shrugged and turned away.
Betrim swung a heavy, five fingered fist into the little man's face, felt a satisfying
crunch and a just as satisfying squeal of pain cut off as his axe chopped into the man's neck. There was a quiet hissing noise accompanied by bulging eyes and a spurt of blood and the body dropped to the floor.
“What happened ta the target? The hooded one,” asked the Boss.
“Urghh.”
“Ummm.”
Henry just shrugged, wiping her daggers on the tunic of the tavern owner as he stared at her in horror.
“SHIT!” roared the Boss. “C'mon. We don't kill him, we don't get paid!” He began storming for the door. “Leave that, Bones.”
Bones was busy collecting fingers from the two men he'd killed. He spat on the floor and hurried, unwilling to let two new additions to his collection go.
Outside, two bodies were sprawled on the floor; tavern patrons, the two Bones had scared. They had nothing to do with the matter at hand but died just the same.
“Got them two, big one made it half way down that way 'fore Swift took him in the back. Dumb bastard.” Green had the hooded target by the neck. “But look what I found, target's a fuckin' bitch!”
[bookmark: 10]Green gave the hooded figured a shove towards the Boss and she collapsed at his feet. She was terrified but to her credit she didn't cry. Betrim hated the sound of women crying.
There was an uncomfortable silence as all looked down at the target, broken only by Henry sucking at her teeth, a cruel glint in her eye.
Betrim took a step forward and knelt by the girl. Dainty little thing, pretty little face, looked as much like a doll as a person. She glared at him through terrified eyes.
“Damn shame but here it is. Dunno what ya done, maybe nothing, ain't really important now. Chances are ya a good person, or were anyways; certainly better 'an me. But the nature of the game means we do bad things fer bad people an' the good ones is usually the ones that get hurt... or stabbed. Thing is, we been hired fer a job an' you're that job. Ain't gonna say sorry but... well.”
Betrim raised his axe and the woman's pretty green eyes went wide. A moment later and it was done. He picked up the severed head and held it out to the Boss. “Be needin' this I reckon, Boss.”
“What the hell was that about?” Green asked.
Bones put one of his giant paws on the boy's shoulders again. “Don't worry about it, kid. Black Thorn always gets all wordy when it comes ta killin' like that.”
The hideout, if you could call it that, was on the outskirts of Korral. It was little more than a derelict wooden hut that Bones had found on their first day in town. Of course, what Bones meant when he'd said, ' found ' was that he'd chucked the previous occupants, a couple of old beggars, out on their arses with a sound kicking. The result was the same, they got themselves a rat and lice infested place to hide with four walls and a patchy roof to keep out at least some of the rain. Betrim always found it funny how rain didn't bother a man until he had a roof to keep it off him, then it seemed a right nuisance.
[bookmark: 11]Bones had sat himself down, his large frame managing to fill one of the few dry spots, and started cleaning the flesh off the newest bits of his collection. Rats darted forwards to collect the scraps of discarded meat, coming ever closer as they decided Bones was a meal ticket instead of a threat.
Green paced about the place making stabbing motions with his dull, cheap sword. He hadn't even bothered to clean the blood off the blade. Boys like that didn't last long in the game.
Swift was perched near the window, practising some slight-of-hand trick he'd learned from a thief who'd tried to pick his pocket. It seemed to involve making a gold coin disappear up his sleeve. Betrim could think of much better uses for a gold bit.
The door slammed open making Green jump for the rafters and point his sword towards the sound. The Boss ignored him and sauntered his way into the room before sitting down on the one and only bed. Henry followed the Boss in, closing the door then eyeing the crew with savage scrutiny.
“Job went well, lads,” the Boss said cracking a metallic grin.
Henry threw one small purse at Betrim and another smaller one at Green. She dropped a third into Bones' lap making his growing audience of rat admirers scatter, and handed a fourth to Swift. Swift grabbed at the purse and held Henry's hand with it.
“How 'bout a bonus, Henry?” he leered into her face. Henry smiled, as sweet a smile as can be possible with a nasty scar from cheek to lip anyways, and took a step forwards, her hips swinging. She pressed herself up close to Swift and brought her knee up into his groin.
“Hard an' fast. Jus' the way I like it.” She spat on him and then, with more grace than the average cat, deposited herself on the bed next to the Boss.
[bookmark: 12]“Your lovin' caress is as cruel as ever, Henry,” Swift groaned from the floor as he rolled about, laughing through the pain. Best way to get through a knee to the stones Betrim reckoned. You either laugh or cry and tears would get you no-where in this crowd.
“Boss, I got a problem,” Betrim spoke from the section of wall he'd taken to leaning against. A good spot of wall, nice and dry.
“The Arbiter,” the Boss growled, his bright eyes going hard in his dark face.
“Aye,” Betrim growled back. “If that prick from the job recognised me, chances are others will.”
“Might be time we all moved on for a spell,” the Boss said with a nod. “Reckon that last target was blooded by the look o' her. Reckon her family might come lookin' fer those that did her. Best we skip town whiles we can. Good?”
[bookmark: _GoBack]Betrim nodded. “Good.”
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