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            A Giant Augmentation

          

        

      

    

    
      The sharp blade of the knife passed along the fleshy inside of her palm and Sam winced, trying to ignore the biting pain that worked through her hand as it did. Even after the many times they had done this, she still hadn’t grown accustomed to the sensation, and she still hadn’t figured out a way to bite back the pain completely. She yelped softly, pleased that it was only a little.

      “Stop jumping,” Alec said.

      She glared at him, her knees bumping the underside of the table as she tried to fight back the tension within her. “Maybe if you let me be the one to take the knife and do the cutting, I won’t have to jump.”

      Alec flicked his gaze up to hers for the briefest instant, taking his deep brown eyes off the knife as it passed along her hand, before refocusing. She knew better than to distract him while he worked—especially with this. She didn’t want him to slice her completely open. He could heal her—and had, many times—but that defeated the purpose of their practice.

      “I’m trying different ratios of our blood to see if it makes a difference,” Alec said. A strand of his wavy brown hair fell forward and nearly blocked his view, but he seemed to focus through it. “I need more of yours than of mine for this.”

      “That seems convenient.”

      “You think I like cutting you?”

      “I think you like it that it’s not you.”

      Alec grinned briefly. “That’s true enough. Now stop moving.”

      When he finished, he tipped her hand to the side and squeezed. There was a gentle pressure from him, and she sensed strength in his grip that she ignored. Alec had an issue with the fact that he wasn’t the one augmented when they attempted this.

      Her blood dripped into a glass bowl and ran down the sides. Sam looked away, trying not to be too squeamish about the sight of her own blood. How could she not be? Every time she saw her blood, she questioned why she let Alec do this to her.

      “We’ve always mixed it pretty evenly, but what if that’s not necessary?” Alec asked. She turned back, making a point of meeting his eyes and not looking down to watch as he took the vial of his blood and mixed it in with hers. “Maybe there’s a better ratio that we can try.”

      “Why not more of yours than of mine?” She pulled her hand back and clenched it tightly, cutting off the flow of blood. Her tan pants were already stained enough from their attempts, and she thought she looked like she worked in a slaughterhouse. If Marin caught them, she would know what they had been doing.

      “You’re the Kaver, Sam. I think that’s what matters in this.”

      “And you’re the Scribe. We’re two parts. Don’t think I haven’t been paying attention.”

      “I know you have,” he said softly.

      He used a pen to stir their blood together. There was a flush of warmth through her that she didn’t know if it was due to what Alec did and the magic the combination of their blood created or from the fact that she was sitting next to him. Lately, it was hard to tell.

      Alec lifted the pen and took it to the page lying on the table next to him and started writing. He had a neat script, and it flowed across the page, the pen scratching as he wrote. The words were a description, one that Sam had begun to recognize after all the time she’d spent working—and training—with Alec.

      Decreased reflexes. Minimal strength. Short stature.

      That last one was new.

      Sam shot Alec a hard look, but he ignored it.

      If this augmentation worked like the others, she had better—

      Her arms started to burn. Then her legs.

      She jumped up from the table, knocking over the bench she’d been sitting on.

      Alec looked up then, as if only now realizing what he’d done. “Oh. Sorry about that.”

      “Sorry?” she asked.

      Her voice was pinched, and higher than she liked, leaving it so that she practically squeaked. It wasn’t pain that did it. She was determined that it would not be, even if she couldn’t control it.

      “I didn’t think—” His eyes widened. “Sam?”

      “What?” she demanded.

      She was focused on trying to keep her body from drawing away from her, the fire burning through her arms and legs seeming to elongate them.

      The mixture of her blood with his had an effect like that… and Alec knew it. He should have been more careful, and now she was stretching out, like a baker drawing out dough, or an artist stretching his clay. It wasn’t painful—other than the burning—but it was an odd sensation, nonetheless.

      “Watch your—”

      Her head smacked into the ceiling. The room didn’t even have a low ceiling, not like so many buildings in this section of the city. Usually, it wasn’t even something she worried about. She wasn’t tall enough to hit the ceiling even when standing on a chair.

      The blow stung and diverted her attention away from the strange sensation in her arms and legs.

      Sam glanced down. Alec stood, but seemed much farther below her than usual.

      “What did you do?” she snapped.

      Her voice was low and seemed to rumble.

      “I think the extra bit of your blood had a stronger influence than I expected. Maybe I should counter it…”

      He started to sit, and Sam reached for him, extending her now much longer—and surprisingly muscular arm—toward him, lifting him away from the chair.

      “If we’re going to test, then we need to test everything.”

      Alec stared at her, his eyes still wide, but he nodded. “Um, Sam?”

      “What?”

      “You’ve… torn… your clothing.”

      She released her grip on Alec, and he turned, a flush rising in his cheeks. As she glanced down at herself, she discovered that she had torn through her clothing. The augmentation had been for her not for her clothing. Sam wasn’t even sure whether Alec could do anything that would augment her clothes.

      The augmentation had turned her into something like the giants rumored to roam the mountains to the far west, but had left her with nothing but tatters of cloth covering. Or like one of the Thelns, only bigger. Either way, she was naked in front of Alec.

      Heat rose within her that had nothing to do with the magic they shared.

      “You’re the Scribe. Fix this,” she rumbled.

      He averted his eyes, which she appreciated. He might be a healer, and might have seen enough to make her nudity nothing to him, but regardless of how tall she might be, there was a strange vulnerability to having him see her like this. “I thought you said we should test it?” he said.

      Sam took a deep breath, almost extinguishing the flame of the lantern burning on the table. At least she hadn’t knocked that over as well. They’d had enough of fire and the destruction it could bring.

      “Fine. We’ll test it. Since you’ve made me so… large… how do you want us to try this?”

      She didn’t think she’d be able to even get out the door, regardless of what she might be able to do once she was outside. It was late enough that darkness might shroud her, but how much did she really think a giant could be shrouded, even in Caster?

      Not enough to avoid detection, which was what they had to do, at least until they understood why they had the abilities they did and what they were supposed to do. Marin had shared some, but not nearly enough for Sam to know what it meant that she was a Kaver and that Alec was a Scribe.

      “Maybe we should just practice what we can in here,” Alec suggested.

      “And maybe I should flick you across the room.”

      He glanced up briefly before averting his gaze again. “What happens if you stay like this? Who will help you then?”

      “The augmentations aren’t permanent.”

      “So far, but I used a little more of your blood in this attempt, so…”

      She wanted to lift him up and smash him back down but resisted. It was a minor victory. Was that anger because of the change or was there something more to it? Had the fact that he had turned her into a giant changed her in other ways?

      “At least I gave you extra strength and reflexes as well,” he said, taking a seat at the table again. “Otherwise, I think you might have struggled to move at all.”

      “Wouldn’t making me bigger make me stronger?” She took a seat in the corner of the room. The space really wasn’t large enough for them to do any practical testing of what her size could do. Had Alec known a bit more, had a little more control, then maybe they would have managed, but they were still trying to understand what it all meant, and still testing to gauge even how much blood was required. So far, neither of them knew, which meant further testing.

      At least by sitting, she wasn’t quite so exposed. She wrapped her arms around her knees, pulling them in to cover her breasts, and hoped the table blocked Alec’s view otherwise.

      Alec glanced up, the intense look in his eyes one that she recognized. Sam had seen it before when they worked through problems and attempted to try new augmentations. The intensity came from his desire to understand. Alec had a sharp mind, and he could puzzle through pretty much any problem if given enough time.

      “Bigger mass might mean increased strength. Size makes a difference there, I think, but can your body handle the stress of your increased size? And for how long? I don’t know the answers. Maybe another test?”

      “Not like this,” Sam said.

      “Maybe not even here. I think if we are to understand how your size can be used to our advantage, we will need to go somewhere we won’t have to fear exposure.”

      “We? It’s my exposure we’re talking about.”

      He flushed. “I don’t mean your clothing,” he started quickly. “We could account for that and dress you in something that could accommodate the change before we started. That way when you… elongated… you could remain covered.”

      “So now, I’ve elongated? It’s not that you turned me into a giant?”

      “Giants aren’t real, Sam,” he said, turning back to his page. He studied the paper, making a few notes off to the side in regular ink as had been his usual practice. They would test something with the special paper—what the Thelns had referred to as the easar paper—and then he would make notes on other sheets of paper that he kept bound together.

      “How do you know they’re not real? I’m real enough. Maybe giants are nothing more than a Kaver tormented by her Scribe. I bet Marin would know. And we know there are plenty of things you once thought weren’t real that are real enough.” Especially in the outer sections of the city. It was almost as if strange people from outside the city came here thinking they could find protection, but they never did—not the way they wanted. They were left isolated, though to hear Bastan talk about it, that might be what most wanted.

      Alec continued jotting his note, and she wondered if he had stopped paying attention to her, not that she minded. Better that he ignore her until the augmentation wore off.

      While sitting there, arms wrapped around herself, she couldn’t get the idea out of her head that they still didn’t know all that they needed to prevent another attack. The last time the Thelns had come, they had poisoned the princess—and Marin. The latter had been accidental, or what Sam thought was accidental enough… but what if it hadn’t been?

      When Marin was around—which wasn’t often since the attack—she didn’t speak of what had happened, even when Sam pressed. There were many things she didn’t speak about, such as Tray and why he would take after the Thelns and what that meant for him. He’d been jailed because of Sam’s attack on the highborn house, and had survived, so for that, she was thankful, but there was so much more that she needed to understand.

      “You’re real enough. We both are.”

      He was distracted. Sam had grown accustomed to that from him, though didn’t know how to help when he was like that. There wasn’t anything for her to say, especially since she was often the one getting augmented.

      “If I could only try something different…”

      “You’d make me even bigger?”

      He glanced over before shaking his head. “Not bigger. And we don’t have enough paper to keep experimenting like that.”

      “We’ll have to find more. Bastan is hiding some, so I know that we can get it from him.” And then they wouldn’t be limited, at least until that ran out. When it did, then what would they do? How would they practice?

      She’d have to find more. There was a supply somewhere, only she didn’t know quite how to find it. The last time a supply had come into the city, the Thelns had followed. Sam had seen no sign of other Kavers, so it might even be that the highborns didn’t know what they had stolen, only that the paper mattered.

      Would she have to break into another highborn house to find the paper?

      He nodded absently. “We will, unless we learn more and don’t have to experiment quite so much… I’m going to look into something,” Alec said as he got to his feet, pointedly meeting her eyes rather than looking down at her nakedness.

      She snapped away from the thoughts and leaned forward, almost to the table. With the augmentation, she could reach it from where she sat, had she been willing to expose herself. “You’re going to leave me like this?”

      “It’ll wear off. Besides, I need to get you a blanket or cloak or something for when it does.”

      He scooped up the page of the easar paper and hurried from the room, leaving Sam sitting against the wall, a giant troubled by thoughts that were still somehow even larger than she was.
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      Alec glanced back at the door after leaving, debating whether he should lock it or not. If he did, Sam might think he was trying to lock her in, when he would only be doing it to prevent someone else from entering. But at her enormous size, with the augmentation that he placed, she would be able to defend against almost anyone who might stumble into the room, even if it were a Theln.

      It was better not to lock it. If he did, he would risk her temper. It was bad enough that he made his mistake of adding the height piece to his notes, but he thought he would only augment her a little. Then again, when they practiced with augmentation, when had he ever managed only a little? Every time they tried, there was a significant change. That was the power of their magic that they sought to understand.

      It was difficult to do. Were it up to Marin, there would be no opportunity to practice. She felt the easar paper was too valuable to waste, but there was no alternative if they wanted to practice. It left Sam and Alec with no choice but to use what they could.

      Alec hurried down the hall with a sigh. The building was still not entirely familiar to him, though they had spent the last few months here. He didn’t want to know how Sam had discovered this place—abandoned on the lower level and only reachable by sneaking through a particular doorway along an alley within a bad part of Caster. Then again, weren’t all parts of Caster bad? The building itself would provide Sam protection while she was in her current state. They didn’t want anyone else to reach her, and since no one had in the time that they had been using it, he doubted that would change unless he got careless.

      If his time studying with his father had taught him anything, it was how to be cautious, sometimes almost too cautious.

      When Alec reached the top of the stairs. there was a door that was not a door. It was more like a slab of stone than a door, and Alec cracked it open where it slid silently, moving on invisible tracks that let a sliver of light into the opening.

      Caster was a section of the city where Sam was comfortable, but Alec was still trying to come to grips with it. Everything was dirtier, a grime that seemed to have accumulated over centuries. Caster was at the edge of the city, with the mountains visible in the distance across the expanse of the deadly steam fields. It was an older section of the city, one of the first and rumored to be where the Anders first settled before taking over the rule of the city. If that was true, there was little of that noble finery left. A few buildings appeared more ornate, but nothing like those in the palace section.

      When he felt sure that nothing moved, he slid the door open wider and stepped out, then slid it shut. He paused for a moment, leaning against the wall, not moving as he stared into the shadows in the way that Sam had taught him. She had warned him to watch after coming out of the doorway to ensure they weren’t discovered. If he saw anything suspicious, he was supposed to slip back down the stairs and alert her. In her current condition, would there be anything she could do?

      It was possible that he could have made another note on the page to reverse the augmentation, but he hated the idea of making too many and confusing their studies. They needed to understand their abilities and be able to better know just what the augmentations could do so that if they ever had the need again, they would be better prepared. There was value in knowing how long they lasted, too.

      Comforted by the fact that he saw nothing, Alec hurried along the alley. He might not be entirely comfortable in Caster, but he’d become comfortable enough to move through the streets alone, something he doubted he would have done even a few months ago. He had always felt a certain protection in his part of the city—a place that Sam thought was highborn. Merchants and others like his father lived there, and he didn’t consider any of them particularly wealthy, though the people in Caster likely did. Did having an honest life, working a regular job, make you highborn? Did living in Caster, where crime seemed to be the only way to survive, make you lowborn?

      Sam might have been a thief—though he hadn’t seen her stealing in the time that he’d known her—but she wasn’t what he would have once considered a thief. Bastan was another story. There was something about him that made Alec nervous in a way that even Marin didn’t. She was intimidating, but mostly because of her competence. With Bastan, Alec didn’t know quite what to think of him. Maybe it was because Alec couldn’t determine whether he wanted to help Sam or take advantage of her.

      At the end of the alley, he slipped out onto the street. He told Sam that he needed to check on something, and that was true, but he hadn’t told her what he wanted to check on. If he had, it would only have made her nervous. There was enough anxiety from the unknown as it was. They might not have faced the Thelns again—and he suspected the reason for Marin’s periodic absences was because she went to investigate—but he and Sam trained like they would come across them once more, training that took him away from his father, though there were limitations to how long he could be gone.

      After seeing the way that she had stretched this time, he worried that he had less control of this ability than he thought. He didn’t want to be the reason that something happened to Sam. His lack of control had nearly cost her before, and she had relied on him—trusted him—to not make that mistake again.

      There was something he hadn’t tried yet.

      In the days since his father’s return, he had rebuilt the apothecary, raising it from the ashes. Most of the work had been done by people his father had helped over the years, men and women who his father had charged practically nothing for the healing he offered, healing that rivaled what the physickers at the university could offer. All his father asked for was a token of gratitude. And in the time of his need, they had all come to help rebuild the shop.

      There were no answers for him at the apothecary. All of his father’s old writings had been lost. The fire had consumed everything. That might have been the greatest loss of all. All of the books and notes that Alec had studied over the years, learning all he could, were gone. Everything else could have been restored. It would be work to re-accumulate all of the lost medicines, but not impossible to do. Restoring the documentation… That was difficult, if not impossible.

      What they needed was answers and Marin would have them. When he’d been in her home, he’d seen that she had an entire library, filled with books that might help them learn a little bit more about what it meant for them to be Kaver and Scribe.

      That was why Alec was willing to cross Caster at night and without Sam’s guidance.

      He glanced around. Was someone following him?

      It wasn’t likely, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone might be.

      Alec focused on the people they passed. Others were in ways that he thought were typical for the city. Dirty cloaks and worn pants. Few had much adornment to them, with little additional color of stitching. As he passed them, his mind documented what he saw much the same way as his father had long ago trained him.

      Slight limp, favors the right. Sway to his hips makes it likely arthritis in the knee.

      Hollowed eyes. Gaunt. Slight tremor. Stink of ale on him.

      Slow pace. Swollen legs and arms. Possible heart condition.

      Alec forced his mind away from the clinical side, demanding that he not assess each person that he passed. What good would it do? When his father’s apothecary shop had been torched, it had changed things for him. Beyond learning that he was a Scribe and trying to understand what that meant, he’d realized that a part of him longed to help people the way that his father did.

      And yet, the more he worked with Sam, the more he was pulled in this other direction, the more he began to question. They still knew so little about their abilities—something that felt impossible at times. What would Sam say if he told her that he needed to return to the apothecary and work with his father? Learning about what they could do was maybe just as important.

      Without him, Sam would be in danger. They were expected to work together, she the Kaver and he the Scribe, but it left him wanting more.

      Would Sam understand?

      That was what troubled him the most. He wanted to help her find answers, but she seemed to view all of this as some great adventure, and in many ways, he understood that, but then she was the one to receive the augmentation and hence the powers. Alec grew weaker each time he helped form the augmentation, not stronger, not the way that Sam did.

      Understanding his role in all of this was the other reason he wanted to find out what Marin might know.

      When he did learn what it meant for him to be a Scribe, would he eventually be able to return to the apothecary or would this keep him from serving as he had?

      How could he help Sam—something he wanted to do—and still serve others the way that he felt compelled to do, the way his father had taught him?

      There had to be more information about the Scribes within Marin’s collection of books. Since they hadn’t seen her in the last few weeks, the timing felt as if it would work. Without her there, she wouldn’t be able to keep him from looking at the books that might hold the answers he sought. The only thing he had to do was find a way to break into her home.

      Had he been willing to involve Sam, he would have less trouble, but doing that would open him to questions he wasn’t prepared to answer. They were questions he wasn’t sure he knew how to answer.

      Would Sam be hurt that he wanted to expedite the learning process without further testing? Would she understand that doing so would allow him to spend more time at the apothecary, where he could advance his true passion for helping people?

      Sam seemed to enjoy their experimentation too much, and enjoyed the power and abilities that came with each augmentation, however briefly they lasted. Would she be disappointed that he wanted to try a different approach that might bring them answers far sooner than they so far had managed?

      Alec paused. Maybe it was only his imagination. No one cared enough to follow him, did they? He scanned the streets but didn’t see anything more than what he’d seen so far. It did nothing to slow his pounding heart.

      As he moved to the outskirts of Caster, fewer and fewer people were out on the street. This part was close to the canal, but still far enough removed that it was distant from trade and the greater traffic within the city. There were homes above some shops, but not nearly in the same density as found near the canals. Finally, he saw Marin’s home.

      Shadows moved around him, making the street seem practically alive. He shivered, worried that someone watched him, but knowing it had to be only his imagination.

      He should return to Sam. This was a fool’s errand and not the kind that he would normally make, but again, he didn’t want to do it with Sam.

      Shadows hung around him, and he stayed in darkness near the two buildings at the mouth of an alley, watching. There was a trick Sam had taught him, something about watching the night and detecting movement and sound that he hadn’t fully mastered, but then again, he hadn’t spent his childhood learning to become a thief as she had, trained by Bastan, someone who was a master thief within their section.

      There was nothing. No movement. No sounds. Only empty night.

      And his imagination.

      There weren’t even any clouds out tonight, leaving the faint stars twinkling brightly near the sliver of the moon. Had he been in Arrend, looking up at the sky from outside the apothecary, it might even have been peaceful. As it was, he was left with a rising sense of anxiety, uncertain about whether he should attempt to break into Marin’s home.

      He wasn’t a thief. What was he thinking even trying this?

      This was Sam’s job. This was the type of thing that she was skilled at. He knew better than to attempt the same thing, and yet… He felt as if he needed to, if only because he wanted answers. Maybe if he returned to her with answers, she would be pleased. Hadn’t he always felt that keeping communication open was the best approach? Wasn’t that what his father had taught him?

      And right now, Sam was covered only in her cloak, naked otherwise.

      He flushed at the thought of her that way. In her true form, she was small, but lovely. He couldn’t help but look when her clothes had torn free. During his time studying with his father, there had been many times he had seen the human body exposed completely, but with Sam, it was more than for documentation purposes. He was doubtful she saw him as anything other than an apothecary and her Scribe, anything other than the other half of her power. That was the only reason she needed him.

      He pushed those thoughts away. They would only distract him when what he needed was focus. He hurried across the street and didn’t pause as he entered the building.

      He hadn’t expected the door to be locked and it wasn’t. It hadn’t been the last time he’d been here, either. Once upstairs, the door to Marin’s room would be locked and he would have to figure some way of getting past that. He didn’t have Sam’s lock-picking skills, and he didn’t have any way of getting augmented, so he’d have no way to force his way in. It would require a different approach, but what?

      As he reached the top of the stairs and saw the door at the end looming in front of him, he decided this had been a mistake.

      What had ever made him think that he could find a way into the room? He should return to Sam and bring her back with him. What made him think he try to do this alone?

      A soft breath of wind struck him, and he froze.

      The air had been still before.

      His skin prickled and sweat beaded on his brow. There was one reason he could think of: the door must have opened below. If it had, the timing made it more than likely that someone watched him and followed him.

      Had it not been his imagination?

      This had indeed been a mistake.

      Now that he was here, trapped, there was no place for him to go.

      Was that a boot on the stair?

      He reached Marin’s door and hazarded a glance over his shoulder.

      There wasn’t anyone on the stairs that he could see, but there was the steady thumping, a slow drumming sensation.

      Footsteps on the stairs. It had to be.

      When he tried the door, it was locked.

      He wiggled it, though he knew it would make no difference. A stout lock would hold, and Marin would have nothing other than a stout lock on her door.

      The drumming became louder, and his heartbeat increased several times as fast.

      He gripped the handle, debating what he should do. Could he shove the door open? If he did, he might be able to get into the room, and from there he could go out the window the same way that Sam had once done. He didn’t like the idea of attempting it, but he liked the idea of getting caught much less.

      Alec lowered his shoulder and shoved it against the door.

      Thankfully, rather than splintering, the door popped open.

      He let out a relieved breath as he stepped inside and grabbed the door to close it. As he did, he peered into the darkness, trying to see if there had been anyone out there, or if it had all been his imagination. A shape appeared at the top of the stairs, massive and looming, a brutish sort of figure.

      Alec stepped back, closing the door so quickly that he feared he wouldn’t shut it silently, and leaned on the door, his heart hammering even faster than before.

      There was only one thing that would appear like the figure he had seen in the hall. A Theln.
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      Alec backed away from the door. The thudding from outside continued to race through him, a steady sort of drumming the left him breathless.

      What was it?

      Probably his imagination. Nerves wracked him. His mouth was dry, and he licked his lips.

      He needed something to bar the door. He scanned the room and spotted two rods leaning against the wall, what Sam referred to as a canal staff. Would that be enough?

      He had to try. He had to buy time so he could decide if he had to escape out the window or hole up here and remain hidden.

      He screwed the two rods together quickly. He had seen Sam do it enough times he was familiar with the way that they were meant to go together. This one was threaded much like hers and seemed a little longer, but it was basically the same.

      Thoughts raced through his mind, but mostly the same one: he had made a mistake.

      Had he been with Sam and had they their paper, he could have made a quick note and given them the ability to counter whatever the brutish Theln might do.

      Now, he was at the mercy of whatever the brute might do. He had no misconceptions about his ability to defend himself. He would be lucky to live if the man breached the door and attacked. When they’d come the last time, he’d been unable to do anything other than run when given the chance.

      Not like Sam, even without any augmentations.

      The drumming came closer.

      What was it that he sensed?

      Alec quickly jammed the staff behind the door, angling it so that it caught behind the dresser and a shelf, then grabbed another dresser from across the room and pushed it in front of the door. The combination should prevent the door from opening easily, but he doubted it would hold for long, especially against one of the Thelns. They were incredibly strong, and he knew them to be relentless. More likely than not, they would splinter the staff and leave it broken.

      The door started to bulge.

      He licked his lips. If he was going to make a run for the window, now was the time.

      He raced over to the window, pushing it open as quickly as he could.

      He heard the staff splinter and the door flung open behind him.

      Alec turned from the window to face the brute. Shaking, he could think of nothing but how he might escape.

      “I know you, don’t I?” a deep voice rolled toward him.

      Alec shivered again. There was only one reason why would one of the Thelns would know him and that was if the same Theln who had attacked before had returned.

      Ralun.

      Alec had been far too involved in drawing their attention. He would rather have been anonymous; for that matter, he would rather have remained completely free of them and never have lost the apothecary.

      He gripped the windowsill, preparing to throw himself over the ledge. He wasn’t sure if he would survive the fall—there was no way he would hold up if he crashed to the cobblestones below—but jumping gave him a better chance than risking a fight with the Thelns.

      “You’re him, aren’t you?” the brute asked him.

      “I’m no one. Just let me be.”

      The Theln took a step into the room. There was a certain odor to him that was off-putting. Alec couldn’t quite place why it would be, but it was unpleasant.

      “You’re friends with Sam.”

      Alec paused. The Theln had said Sam and not some other derogatory name. That wasn’t what he had expected. Not Ralun, then. “Who are you?”

      The brute paused and remained shrouded in darkness. It gave him a more ominous appearance. He was probably a good foot taller than Alec, and weighed twice as much as he did. “She hasn’t mentioned me?”

      Alec blinked. What was this?

      The brute took a step forward and came out of the shadows. When he did, Alec realized he wasn’t quite as brutish as he had thought, though he still had similarities that made the connection to the Thelns obvious.

      “I’m Tray. I’m her brother.” Tray took a step forward. “Why did you break into Marin’s home?”

      Alec kept his hand on the windowsill, not wanting to move too quickly, but unsure whether he could trust Tray. Were Sam here, this would have played out differently.

      “Tray? Sam has been looking for you.”

      Tray blinked and hesitated for a moment. “Marin has asked me to keep an eye on her building.”

      “Why?”

      Tray shrugged. “I think she suspected Sam would break in.”

      Alec’s hand shifted on the sill, and Tray lunged forward, grabbing Alec by the wrist, holding him in place with an iron grip that Alec didn’t think he could break from were he to try.

      “If you try jumping from the window, you’re going to find that it’s a lot farther down than it seems from the street.”

      “From what I understand, your sister jumped from this height.”

      “My sister thinks that she can jump canals, too. Sooner or later, the staff will slip and she’ll get wet.”

      Alec stared at him, trying to decide if Tray was making a joke or not. Tray was nothing like his sister. Whereas she had an edge but also a certain naiveté, there was a deep intensity to Tray.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I’m trying to find out some way to help your sister.”

      “Why would Marin have some way to help my sister?”

      Had Marin not shared with Tray what they were?

      Alec wasn’t sure that he should be the one to reveal it, not yet.

      But if he didn’t, how would he appease Tray?

      The much larger man stared at Alec, watching him with that dark-eyed intensity. Were he not Sam’s brother, Alec would have shivered. For that matter, even though he was her brother, he wanted to.

      “I… I thought Marin might have some books that would help me understand a few things that my father studies.”

      “What kinds of things does your father study?” Tray asked.

      “He’s an apothecary.”

      “Why would an apothecary need to break into Marin’s home in the middle of the night?”

      Alec breathed out heavily. “Because I don’t want your sister to know that I did.” That was as accurate as he could be without sharing with Tray what he was really doing here.

      “You’ve come here before?”

      “Your sister brought me here when you were imprisoned.”

      “Yes. Thank you for that.”

      “I’m not sure that I did anything.”

      Tray watched him. “Where is she?”

      “She’s safe.”

      “Safe? That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “Well, I’m not sure how much to share with you.”

      “You’re the one who broke into Marin’s home in the middle of the night.”

      “You’re the one who Marin has watching her home.” Alec couldn’t believe that he was arguing with Tray. Given his size, Tray would be able to easily harm him if he wanted to, and yet Alec was risking his anger?

      But from what Sam told him about Tray, he wasn’t the kind to get angry. He had compassion to him and a good heart.

      “Does she know?”

      Alec blinked. “Does she know what?”

      “Does she know the way you feel about her?”

      His heart hammered again just as rapidly as it had when he had been attempting to break into Marin’s home. This time, it was for a very different reason. “I don’t want anything to happen to her,” Alec said.

      “I can see that.”

      “I helped her when she was injured. After you were taken, she was attacked, and she stumbled to my apothecary. I was the one who helped restore her.”

      Tray’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “You were there for her when I wasn’t?”

      “I… I did what I could.”

      “And you’re the reason that she still lives. I guess I should thank you.”

      “It’s what we do.”

      “We?” Tray asked.

      “My father. Me. We’re apothecaries.”

      “But not physickers.”

      Alec shook his head, thinking back to when he and Sam had broken into the university. They were not physickers. He wasn’t sure that he would be able to be a physicker, certainly not with everything that he had seen while he was there. “Not physickers, though my father has some university training.”

      “That’s how you were able to help her.”

      Alec nodded quickly. That university training had been passed on to Alec, though he hadn’t known it. There was more—likely much more—that Alec could learn in the university, but he had to be content with the fact that he would never be offered that chance. Even if he were, would he want to take it?

      “What is it that you are after? I mean, what are you really after?”

      Alec looked around, trying to decide how he would answer. He decided that something near enough to the truth would be his safest bet. He didn’t entirely know how Tray would react if he wasn’t honest. “When we were here before, I saw a few old books on Marin’s shelves. Some of them are incredibly valuable, and since my father’s shop was destroyed, I thought…”

      “Why was your father’s shop destroyed?”

      “The same reason your sister was attacked.”

      Tray’s eyes narrowed.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I was in prison.”

      “Then ask Marin.”

      Tray took a deep breath and looked around Marin’s room. “Marin has been somewhat… unavailable. There are certain things that she believes she should shield me from.”

      “Maybe it’s for good reason,” Alec said. How could Marin explain to Tray that he was part Theln? He wasn’t even sure that he understood, and he’d seen the Thelns.

      “Sam likes to think that she keeps things from me for good reason. Most of the time, there isn’t one.”

      “All I know is that there was an attack on the city, and Sam was a part of stopping it,” Alec said. “Because of that attack, my father’s shop was destroyed, and we lost much of the documentation that he had collected over the last few decades.”

      “And you think that Marin has something that might help?”

      “My father might have some university training, but he no longer has the same access,” he lied. He didn’t need Tray to know that his father apparently did still have some access to the university, though Alec wasn’t entirely certain about the extent of it.

      “Which books?”

      Alec blinked.

      “Which books are you after?”

      Would Tray actually let him take a look at them?

      That surprised Alec, but perhaps it shouldn’t. Sam felt strongly about her brother, and believed that he had a good heart. It was one of the reasons she had been so dedicated to do everything she could to rescue him.

      “There were a few. I don’t know what Marin would say if she knew that I came for them,” Alec said.

      “Take them. I can return them when you’re done with them.”

      “Just like that?”

      Tray shrugged. “If it’s going to help Sam…”

      Alec nodded quickly. “It will help Sam.”

      Tray stepped aside, and Alec hurried to the shelves and searched the books. It was hard to look through the titles too deeply with Tray standing behind him, watching. And he hadn’t lied. Several of the books were quite old, and would surely be beneficial. When he was done, he stuffed them in his pocket and straightened, looking over at Tray.

      “You should tell her,” Tray said.

      “Tell her what?”

      Tray grunted. “She likes to see me as her younger brother. Did you know that?”

      “I think she’s referred to you as her little brother, though I’m getting the sense that it’s not quite as she has described.”

      Tray chuckled. “I haven’t been her little brother in years. Watch over her.”

      “You’re not going to?”

      “I don’t know that I can, not anymore.” Tray squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them again, there was the same dark intensity to them that had been there earlier. “Now go, before someone else comes and begins to ask different questions.”

      Alec watched Tray for a moment before hurrying from the room and down the stairs and out the building. As he raced back along the street, he cast a few glances over his shoulder and had the sense that Tray watched him from Marin’s window.

      He patted his pocket and the books within it. He wasn’t sure whether they would provide him any answers or not, but after meeting Tray, he had more questions than he had before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            A Job Offer

          

        

      

    

    
      The augmentation didn’t last very long.

      Sam waited, crouching against the wall, her clothes torn apart, leaving her feeling dangerously exposed and thankful that Alec had been willing to leave a cloak to cover her. She wasn’t normally that shy, but there was something about him seeing her fully undressed—or nearly so—that left her flushed just thinking of it.

      He’d been gone quite a while. Did he go back to his section of the city to find her something to wear? Once the augmentation wore off, she could get some of her own clothes down the hall in the room where she slept most nights. Occasionally, Alec would stay with her, but for the most part, he returned to stay with his father in the rebuilt shop, presumably to continue his studies with him.

      Unlike many of the augmentations, Sam was aware that it wore off. It was the same each time, leaving her faded with the slow sense of the recovery. At least this time, she looked forward to the augmentation ending. That wasn’t always the case.

      Gradually, her limbs shrank back to their usual size, leaving her feeling normal, or as close enough as she could after having gone through something like that.

      Many times, she enjoyed the fact that she was given additional strength and speed. She probably should be more thankful to Alec for giving her the height that she lacked. Only… she would’ve preferred it to be not quite so dramatic. It was one thing to be granted a few extra inches and quite another to be turned into a giant that no longer fit into the room.

      As she returned to her usual size, she tried to bind the tattered remnants of her clothes back together, tying them into larger pieces in an attempt to cover herself as best she could. It probably didn’t matter how good a job she did. She realized she could scurry down the hall and grab her clothes without anyone else seeing.

      Why hadn’t Alec just grabbed that? And why had he been gone so long?

      Sam glanced down the hall, looking for movement, and wondered if she’d see him in the room he’d claimed on this level. The two of them staying here could raise additional questions. There was always the concern about what Bastan might say, and how much information he was able to glean from her presence here. She tried to conceal the fact that they were attempting to use augmentations, but Sam wasn’t sure how effective she was at hiding it. Bastan had allowed her to use this space, but she wouldn’t put it past him to keep an eye on her.

      Alec wasn’t anywhere along the hallway. She made her way down the darkened hall, quickly dressed in different clothes, and threw her cloak over her shoulders as she headed for the stairs.

      At the top of the stairs, she pulled the door open and looked down the alley, but saw no movement. If Alec had left—and it was looking increasingly likely—she hoped that he’d been smart about it. She had tried to teach him about moving quietly and keeping a low profile, something that was more important in Caster than it was in other places. At the end of the alley, she started back toward Bastan’s tavern. When she entered, there was a sense of vibrancy in spite of the late hour. Bastan managed to sustain quite a steady business at the tavern. There was a constant undercurrent of conversation, though a hint of a threat from the smugglers and other less reputable people typically hanging out in this section was always present. They were the people that she had long ago learned to be comfortable around.

      The kitchen door was propped open. The clamor of activity drifted out to her, along with the savory scent of food. Bastan prized himself on the quality of the food from his kitchen, and Sam couldn’t deny that his tavern had some of the best food in Caster. It might be better than anywhere else in the city.

      She took a seat at one of the tables near the back, near enough to the music so that she could listen to it. The mournful voice of the singer matched the haunting tones of the mandolin. Flames crackled in the hearth, sending offering a comforting warmth to the patrons. She huddled in the cloak, still struggling to get over the augmentation.

      Kevin appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, and he made his way over when he saw her. He was a solid man, probably near forty and had been a faithful servant to Bastan. Kevin was one of the best cooks at the tavern, though to hear him tell it, he had nearly as much skill with the sword.

      “You’re out late,” Kevin said. He had a soft voice, and he pitched it even softer. Somehow, it still managed to carry to her.

      “Is Bastan here?”

      “He’s here.” Kevin nodded toward the back of the room to a door that was closed. This was a different tavern, and a different office, but the layout was much the same as the one that had exploded and burned to the ground. Bastan was nothing if not predictable. “He’s in back, making another deal.”

      “What is it this time?”

      Kevin shrugged. “I’ve stopped asking. It’s probably nothing more than some new collection of art.”

      Sam smiled. She was glad she wasn’t the only one who found Bastan’s interest in art so amusing. “He does have a reputation to maintain,” she said.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Kevin winked at her and disappeared back into the kitchen. He was gone for only a few moments before reappearing with a tray of food laden with more than she could eat. She arched a brow at him, and Kevin only shrugged. “Can’t have Bastan’s favorite little thief being underfed, can I?”

      Sam grinned. “I don’t know that you would call me his favorite.”

      “You might not, but you should see how he talks about you when you’re not around. He respects your ability.” Kevin tapped the table and hurried off to another, speaking quietly to each person that he came upon.

      She dug into her food, quickly getting through the stew. She started on a hunk of bread when Bastan appeared from the back. She wiped her mouth, but continued to chew the lump of bread, savoring each bite. After working with the augmentations, she needed the bread to help soothe her stomach. With each bite, she felt her strength returning.

      Bastan made a quick circuit of the tavern, almost as if intentionally avoiding her before spinning back around and taking a seat across from her. When he rested his elbows on the table, his dark eyes practically glittered. “Well, Samara. Tell me why you visit so late tonight.”

      Sam took another bite of bread and chewed it deliberately. She made a point of meeting Bastan’s eyes. Not doing so is what he expected. In this place, and in this world, Bastan was incredibly powerful. Since Marin had helped her, she had managed to buy her way free of his influence. That gave her the ability to defiantly meet his gaze, though she had done that just as often before.

      “Just a little food. This is the only place willing to serve me so late.” She took another bite and spoke through a mouthful of bread. “And Kevin runs the best kitchen.”

      Bastan harrumphed. “Kevin? It’s my kitchen. You know it’s open all hours. Most who come this late have other interests.”

      Sam finished chewing and glanced down at the plate. There wasn’t much left. “What kind of art deal were you making?”

      Bastan’s gaze flickered around the room before settling back on Sam. “Some people need to learn to be a little more circumspect.”

      “I’m not sure that I’m the right person to ask that of.”

      “Because of Marin?”

      Sam dragged the remaining bit of bread through the rest of the stew and took another bite. “Marin is barely around these days.”

      “So I have observed.”

      “I’m not sure where she’s gone, so it doesn’t make sense for you to even ask.” It irritated Sam that Marin had been gone, especially when she had as many questions as she did. Marin knew what it meant for Sam to be a Kaver, much as she knew what it meant for Alec to be a Scribe, but her disappearance prevented them from getting those answers.

      Bastan leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. For his age, he remained fairly muscular, and there were probably patrons in the tavern sitting around who would jump to his defense were she to do something stupid.

      No. There was no probably about it. Bastan likely had several in the tavern at all times to ensure his safety.

      “What is it you expect by coming here?” Bastan asked.

      “What do I expect? Honestly, all I really wanted was something to eat.”

      Bastan watched her and raised his hand. One of the other tavern workers scurried out from the kitchen and brought another tray for Sam. He set it in front of her and retreated quickly. Sam looked down, her stomach grumbling, before deciding that she had no interest in maintaining the illusion of propriety. She dove into the second helping of stew, taking a half-dozen bites before looking back up at Bastan.

      “Thanks.”

      “Where have you been the last few weeks?”

      “You don’t have a claim on me.”

      “I’m not trying to imply that I have any sort of claim on you, Samara. That doesn’t mean that I don’t care what happens with you. You and I have enough shared experiences that you should understand that.”

      Sam met his gaze. Bastan looked at her with a certain intensity, and it made her uncomfortable.

      “Are you not going to tell me what you’ve been up to? You’ve been seen wandering around with the apothecary.”

      “You have been watching.”

      “I always watch. Anything that happens in Caster, I need to know. Such as increased activity within the section. Have you paid any attention to that?”

      “There’s always activity in the section, Bastan. Haven’t you taught me that?” Sam looked around the tavern, her gaze skimming over those within. Not all were part of Bastan’s crew, though many likely were. “Besides, I thought you were smart enough not to risk yourself.”

      “This is different, Samara. There are people from outside this section with no ties here who have been coming through. It’s enough to make me troubled.” Bastan leaned back, keeping his gaze fixed on Sam. “If you do see your friend Marin, tell her that I intend to keep an eye on anything that she might plan.”

      “You think Marin is involved with this?”

      “Her disappearance and the change in activity are enough to raise my curiosity. As they should raise yours. And an attack on the city? There hasn’t been one like that in… a long time.” He stood and tapped on the table. “Enjoy your food, Samara. I will continue to keep an eye out. Now, if you are interested in a job…”

      “You don’t have a claim on me.”

      “No claim. Just a chance to earn a little extra money. I think anyone would be interested in that.”

      He got up and headed toward his office, leaving her staring at her tray.

      It annoyed her that Bastan knew her so well and knew what motivated her. With enough coin, she could leave this section, and she could maybe make something of herself. Sam would never have enough money to be a highborn—she didn’t have the necessary birthright for that—but she could make enough to move both herself and Tray out of Caster and into a better section. Maybe she could take on a more legitimate job.

      Sam started toward Bastan’s door. When she reached it, she noticed Kevin shaking his head. She had a sense of movement behind her and hurried inside, avoiding the potential trail of people.

      As she closed the door behind her, Bastan glanced up, almost lazily.

      Three men pushed the door open and glanced from her to Bastan, seemingly waiting for permission to act—or permission to fight. Each of the men had been at separate tables, which told Sam they had been placed around the tavern in such a way that they would block violence from moving through to easily.

      Bastan stared at Sam for a moment. “You may depart, gentlemen. I’m safe enough with my friend.”

      Sam started to laugh. “Why would I attack you?”

      Bastan smiled. “See? Samara tells me there’s no reason for me to fear. There is no reason for me to fear the young woman who took on several of the brutes who attacked throughout the city, destroyed my tavern along with other places in Verdholm, and still survived. There’s no reason to fear the woman who is known to have broken into the university and come away from the prison without so much as a scratch. What do you men say? Is there any reason for me to fear Samara?”

      “Bastan—” Sam started.

      His smile widened. “See? That’s a ridiculous idea.” He shook his head, only the slightest motion, and all three men turned and left the room, leaving her alone with Bastan.

      “Did you decide to take my offer?”

      Sam scanned the room, taking in the tapestries along the walls. Many were likely incredibly valuable, and she knew Bastan possessed even more than the few found here. He had a soft spot for such luxury, and liked to keep his private quarters decorated. Sam appreciated that about him. It was a strange dichotomy between the hard edge to the man that she knew outside of these walls—the man who ran the tavern as well as the entire section—and a man who possessed a room like this.

      “Is it about Marin?”

      Seated behind his desk, Bastan leaned forward on his elbows. A strange portrait depicting the canals hung behind him. Sam had yet to determine whether it was accurate. “Do you think I would make such a mistake?”

      “I don’t know. You mentioned the brutes, and you mentioned Marin. I think she’s been trying to find out why they came to the city in the first place.”

      “Do you believe that Marin has been truly searching for answers or had she already had them? I may not know everything about what Marin has done—or is doing—but I know who she serves.”

      Did he know about how Marin helped Sam with the princess and the poisoning?

      She studied him. No. It didn’t make sense for Bastan to know about the poisoning. He likely knew nothing about the Thelns and the strange book that could somehow poison others. If he did, he’d want access to that book, if for no other reason than to use it against those who might oppose him.

      “Serves? She was the one who helped get Tray out of prison.”

      “She did. Have you wondered why?”

      “Because she cares about him.”

      “Only him? She cares nothing about you?”

      Sam sighed. She had no idea how Marin felt about her. All she knew was that Marin was the reason she had her brother back, even though she hadn’t seen Tray all that much since he’d been released from the prison. For that matter, Marin hadn’t shared anything else about Tray, other than to tell her that Tray was part Theln. What did that even mean for him?

      “I don’t know if Marin cares anything about me. All I know is that she has information that I need.”

      Bastan smiled. “Good. If there’s information that she has that you need, it will be information that I need.”

      “What are you getting at, Bastan?”

      “It’s the job. Do you want it?”

      Sam frowned at him. She didn’t like the idea of Bastan forcing her to take a job, but then again, this time, he wasn’t forcing her, was he? It would be her choice, and though she didn’t need to take it, if she did, she might be able to find more answers. Why shouldn’t she get paid for it?”

      “What’s the job?”

      “Ah, Samara, the job is the same as it always is.”

      “That’s not the question. What do you want me to take?”

      Bastan chuckled. “That’s better. I thought that maybe your time with the apothecary had changed your mind about such things.”

      “I know who I am, just as I know what I’m good at.”

      Bastan nodded slowly. “And I hope that you don’t forget it. You are good at what you do. Better than almost everyone else that I employ.”

      “Most?”

      “Well, I don’t want you to get it in your head that you’re indispensable.”

      “Of course not. You want me to think that I need you to protect me.”

      “You do need me to protect you.”

      “Not as much as you think.”

      Bastan watched her, but Sam didn’t expand on it. Let him wonder what she meant. When she had her augmentations, when she was working with Alec, she felt… invincible.

      With a job like this, would Alec help? She could imagine how much better she would be if she had augmentations to complete a task. How much easier would it be to sneak in and back out when augmented?

      She smiled to herself. Maybe she could earn enough coin to become highborn.

      Bastan watched her, and she had an unsettled feeling as he did. He pulled a slip of paper toward him and scratched a quick note on to it. When he was done, he folded it neatly and handed it to Sam. “That is the job and the price.”

      “How much time do I have?”

      “Find it before Marin does.”

      “Marin?”

      Bastan nodded. “From what I can tell, she’s after it too. I would have it first.”

      Sam unfolded the note and scanned the page. For her to grab it would require her to go into one of the more central sections—a merchant section.

      Maybe Alec wouldn’t help, not in one of the merchant sections, but then, she didn’t need him, did she?

      What would Alec say if he knew?

      She would have to keep it from him. Better that than admit she had returned to thieving. Better that than admit she was still lowborn.

      “Fine. I’ll take the job.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “Good, because I didn’t know who else to ask.”

      Sam hadn’t even looked at how much he would offer, and she flipped the page back open, noting the amount. It was far more than he ever paid her before. Either whatever he wanted was as valuable as the amount he placed… Or there was another reason Bastan was after it. Either way, Sam was uncomfortable.
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      Alec looked in the window of the new apothecary shop. It was a bit different from the one he’d known the entirety of his childhood. The one in which his father had taught him and helped him understand the importance of his work. The building was newer, having been rebuilt after the Theln fire, and the supply of herbs and leaves and other medicinals that his father prepared was better stocked.

      Alec still didn’t know where his father had managed to reacquire all of the supplies without harvesting, though maybe he had resumed harvesting. Alec was no longer certain when his father left to go harvesting, and even when he did, he didn’t know where he went. There were certain places within the city that carried many of the supplies his father needed, but there were certain items he needed to harvest himself. It had taken a few weeks to restore his supplies, almost as long as it had taken to rebuild the apothecary. And now, his father had resumed working with the people of this section—and neighboring sections—healing for barely more than a pittance in compensation.

      It was early morning and the street was empty, though in this part of the city, there wouldn’t be much foot traffic until midmorning or much later. It wasn’t unusual for the shop to be empty for the first several hours of the day, though his father often required that Alec be up and restocking supplies or making other notes. When his father was gone, Alec had always used that time to keep up with documentation.

      With everything his father required, the documentation often took as long as the work itself. It was one part that he had always struggled with. He felt his father asked for more than was actually necessary when it came to recordkeeping. Now that all of those records had been destroyed, Alec realized how significant a loss that was.

      When he looked in the window, he saw no sign that his father was there. That didn’t mean he wasn’t inside. There was a cot in the back that his father often used to sleep.

      When he tried the door, he found it open. Much like the old shop, soft bells tinkled as he entered. The smells that struck him were familiar ones. He could pick out the distinct aromas of different leaves and practically taste the freshness of the bostenberries. There were other odors that mixed in, those of dried tocsin roots as well as a smattering of other different herbs.

      The organization of the apothecary was familiar, as well, and not very different from when he was a child. Alec wandered the rows of shelves, his gaze drifting along them, names of the various leaves or roots or oils jumping into his mind without needing the help of labels. As they did, the uses for each jumped into his mind along with them. It was often that way when was in the apothecary, his method of remembering and knowing what he needed to stay current with everything they carried. The more times he repeated the names of the supplies as well as their uses, the more secure he felt in his knowledge of the different medicines stored there.

      Eventually, he hoped to have the same level of skill as his father, but he had a long way to go before he reached that level. There had been a time when Alec believed that his father was barely more than a step below the university physickers, and after learning that his father trained at the university, he wondered if they were even closer than he had realized.

      “How can I help…”

      “Father,” Alec said.

      His father’s eyes met Alec’s briefly before drifting past him and toward the door expectantly.

      “She’s not with me,” Alec said.

      “You left her?”

      “I let her rest,” Alec said. That was close enough to the truth.

      “I presume that you’ve still been… practicing?”

      Alec stared at his father a moment. He knew a little about what Alec was, but didn’t know enough to help him understand. “I’m trying to understand what we can do, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Father, you don’t fully understand. There are limitations to the easar paper.”

      “And what are the limitations?”

      “Primarily access. The paper is rare,” Alec said. And not only rare, but incredibly valuable from what he’d been able to discover.

      “What about—”

      The door opened, the bells above it tinkling again, and an older man entered the shop. Alec and his father both turned to look. Alec immediately began to assess him, noting his wide-set eyes with the cloudy film that covered them. He moved slowly, leaning forward on a cane. Each step appeared to be an effort.

      Alec’s mind raced through the diagnoses. Not only did he have severe arthritis that hobbled his spine, but he had an eye condition, one that was typically associated with aging. There was a bounding pulse at his neck. Was that related to his heart? Could it be some sign of malnutrition? He began thinking through all of the different treatments that were possible, but the easiest would be to simply use the easar paper.

      “Can we help you?” Alec asked.

      The man frowned at him. “Are you the healer? I was under the impression that he was a much older gentleman, more like me.”

      Alec chuckled. “He is older,” he said, casting a glance to his father who stood between a pair of shelves. “I’m his son. I can help you, but if I can’t, I can ask my father.”

      The man motioned with his cane. “You will do well enough. All I’m looking for is some way to ease the pain in my knees. The last time I went to a healer, he gave me an elixir that made me so sleepy I couldn’t even function.”

      “It was probably orphum.”

      The old man shrugged. “I don’t know what it was, only that it might’ve been effective, but I couldn’t function with it. I thought I would try your father, considering all the people who recommended him, and see if there was something that might bring me some relief but help me still get around. Preferably while still awake.”

      Alec scanned the man, working through different options before settling on farthing leaves. They were common enough, and not so potent that they would put him out. Certainly not the same way that orphum did. With farthing leaves, he could take the edge off his discomfort, possibly enough to be able to ambulate the way he wanted.

      Alec moved along the shelves, ignoring the fact that his father watched him with an appraising eye, until he found them. They were in the same location they had been in the previous shop. When he returned from the shelves, his father was talking to the older man.

      “Farthing?” he asked.

      Alec nodded.

      “A good choice.” His father took the jar that Alec had grabbed, and he plucked a few leaves from it, setting them into a mortar where he began grinding them. He added a few drops of oil and when it was mixed, he scooped it all into a small ceramic jar. “It won’t taste the best, but you can mix it with a little sugar or honey, and then it’s bearable.”

      “The other stuff wasn’t palatable, either,” the old man said.

      Alec’s father smiled. “I’m afraid that most medicines aren’t necessarily pleasant. At least when they taste foul, you know they’re working.”

      The man watched him, waiting to see if his father had been joking, and when it was clear that he wasn’t going to say anything more, he barked out a laugh. “Will this take away my back pain?”

      Alec’s father nodded. “Your back. Your knees. Your hips. After a while, everything begins to hurt, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” he said, breathing out heavily. “Now, how much do I owe you for this?”

      “Pay what you can.”

      The old man frowned. “What kind of price is that?”

      Alec watched his father. It was the one thing about him that he always marveled at. He could have charged quite a bit more. Perhaps not as much as the physickers, but certainly much more than he did. He shrugged. “It’s my policy. All I ask is that you pay what you can. Nothing more, nothing less. If you find it works and you return, and if you want to pay me more then, you can. Otherwise, all I want is to help those I can.”

      The old man considered him for a moment before reaching into his pocket and fishing out a couple of coins. He eyed his father strangely as he set them on the counter. From where Alec stood, he could tell they were both silvers.

      “And a fair healer at that. I don’t care for the way the physickers think to charge me simply to get into the university. Then once they figure out what they think you need, they charge you again. This is much fairer.” The old man tapped his cane once, nodding again. “Now that you have something for my aches, do you have anything that can help me pee?”

      His father smiled. “There are a few things we can try.” He disappeared between the shelves before returning with a small jar. When he opened it, the distinct odor of tarmac seeds came out. His father scooped a handful of seeds into a small satchel that he kept behind the counter. “Swallow one of these every day. That should help.”

      “Will it taste foul as well?”

      “Not as bad as the farthing paste. But if it works, you’ll know. It only takes a week or so to find out if it’s going to make a difference. If it does, you can return, and I’ll keep a supply on hand for you.”

      The old man nodded and took the seeds and the paste and made his way out of the shop.

      “It’s good that you were able to restock so quickly.”

      “It doesn’t take long to acquire a minimal supply. Most of it, I can scavenge throughout the city. There are a few places that don’t know what they have, and they trade for less than they should.”

      “Not the farthing leaves.”

      His father shrugged. “Farthing is rare enough that there aren’t many who recognize what it is. I can head to the northern edge of the city, near enough to the swamp that I can gather some of those leaves.”

      Alec shivered. He remembered the times when he’d gone with his father to harvest near the swamp. He hated it there.

      “You’ve been gone for a few days,” his father said.

      “Not by choice,” Alec said. “Sam has wanted to continue to practice.”

      His father sighed. “I suppose it had to happen sometime, didn’t it?”

      “What had to happen?”

      “I always knew that you would eventually leave me. I had hoped that you would do so in order to take over the shop, but it seems unlikely now.”

      Alec’s gaze drifted around the shop, surveying the shelves, trying to take everything in. “All I’ve ever wanted was to take over the shop.”

      “And I’ve wanted you to go to the university, to learn from the master physickers. There are things that I can’t teach you, and they are things that you can only learn there. In time, you could return as I did and take over…”

      There was a time when Alec thought that all he wanted was to go to the university, and maybe he still did. How could he ignore his interest in doing so? But if he went to the university, would he sacrifice his chance to better understand how to help Sam?

      “I’m fine staying here and continuing to work with you, Father.”

      “Fine?” His father lifted the mortar and began to clean it out, rinsing free the farthing leaves so that it would be uncontaminated the next time he needed to make a concoction. “Alec, I don’t want you to ever be fine with anything that you do. Nor would your mother have wanted you to settle for that.”

      Alec hated when his father brought her up. She had been gone a long time—long enough that he didn’t think about her. She had died shortly after his birth, and despite all the knowledge his father had, he claimed that he had been unable to save her. It was the one time Alec wished his father could have been… better. As great a healer as he was, if he could have saved his mother, how different would things have been for Alec?

      “I’m better than fine. I’m happy to continue working in the apothecary. Now that the shop has been rebuilt, it’s almost nicer than it was before.”

      His father arched a brow at him. “Are you saying our shop was not satisfactory before?”

      Alec shook his head, but grinned. “It’s not that it wasn’t satisfactory, but maybe the Thelns did us a service by destroying it.”

      He breathed out in a sigh. “That shop held many memories. Losing it…”

      He knew what his father was getting at. It wasn’t the memories that he missed; it was the decades of documentation, records that his father had kept about every illness, every complaint that anyone ever brought to him. All of that was lost.

      Alec pulled the books that he had taken from Marin’s home out of his pocket and set them on the table in front of him. “I know this doesn’t help a whole lot, but I thought these might be somewhat beneficial,” he said. “I got them from Marin’s home.” He’d taken the time to thumb through them and hadn’t found anything in them that would help he and Sam. That didn’t mean there was nothing helpful within the pages, just that it didn’t have to do with Kavers.

      “You shouldn’t be taking anything from there.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because that woman makes me uncomfortable,” his father said. Alec hadn’t explained that Marin was a Kaver, not wanting to reveal too much about that connection, but he had a sense that his father already knew—or at least suspected. “And from what you’ve told me, anything that you do will only pull you in deeper.”

      “I’ve been pulled in deep enough.”

      “That doesn’t mean that you need to agree to it.”

      “I need to understand what Sam and I can do. I need to—”

      “Continue your studies,” his father said.

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “And that’s not what I meant.” His father turned away and headed to the back of the shop. Alec thought he might be angry, but his father returned carrying a folded piece of paper. He said nothing as he handed it over.

      Alec unfolded it, frowning to himself. What had his father been keeping from him?

      As he read the words on the page, his heart starting to beat faster. “Is this real?” he asked, looking up at his father.

      “Real enough. I knew the physicker who brought it here.”

      Alec licked his lips that had gone suddenly dry. “It says that they want me to come for testing.”

      “They do.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. I submitted your name and described the years that you have spent training with me, and suggested that testing would be beneficial for both you and them.”

      Alec couldn’t believe it. How long had he wanted the opportunity to go to the university and be tested? How long had he thought about it but discarded the idea as too far-fetched for him? It seemed impossible for him to even consider.

      “I can’t,” he said.

      “You can’t? There aren’t many people who are offered this opportunity, Alec. With everything that you’ve seen and learned over the years, you’re a lock for admission.”

      Alec shook his head, unable to think of how to answer. “I don’t know that I would be considered a lock for anything. Regardless, even if I thought this was something that I could do, even if I believed that I had a chance at admission, I can’t go. I need to stay with Sam and continue to work with her.”

      “You would let your connection to this girl dictate your future?”

      “It’s not just that, it’s what we can do. It’s what we can be. It’s more than healing.”

      His father stared at him. “I’ve worked with you for years. I’ve never said anything about what I hoped you would do, only that you make your own choice, not allowing me or anyone else to decide what you might become. Don’t let this other person choose what you become. Don’t let her be the reason you give up on this opportunity.”

      “But you hate the university! You hate everything they stand for and everything they do, the way they charge people and—”

      “I don’t hate the knowledge that you could gain there.” His father clasped him on the shoulder. “I’m not saying that you need to remain at the university for the rest of your life, only that you learn from the Master physickers. Why miss out on that opportunity?”

      It was a good point and one that Alec didn’t have an answer to.

      “There’s no guarantee that they will even take me,” he said softly.

      “You won’t know until you try.”

      Alec stared at the page. It was embossed with the marking of the university, a sigil that was impossible to have forged. The words called to him, drawing him there for testing, but despite the longing Alec felt to go, to give himself the opportunity for that testing and to see whether he could even be successful, a nagging worry troubled him.

      What would Sam think if he went?
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      Sam stared straight ahead. She should go to Alec with this, Kyza knew she shouldn’t keep this to herself, especially with what Bastan planned, but she didn’t want to involve him any more than she had to. Alec wouldn’t want to take a job, anyway, and this was something she could do without augmentations.

      She had to do it without augmentations.

      It might be time to come to terms with the fact that Alec might not be terribly interested in continuing to work with her. He had disappeared, leaving her behind, and he was keeping something from her, she was certain of it.

      But what?

      The street stretched in front of her. It was dark, night having long since fallen, and she wrapped her cloak around her, trying to stay warm. It provided more than just warmth, shielding her from the probing glances of the few people that might happen to be wandering along the streets of Caster at this time of night.

      Except, this wasn’t Caster. If it were, maybe she wouldn’t be so jumpy. In this section, there were plenty of people out this late, most of them making their way from tavern to tavern, some of them probably going to places like Bastan’s.

      Why did Bastan want her to sneak into a warehouse?

      There was nothing unique about it. It was a simple building at the edge of the section, abutting the canal. Were it daylight, Sam might be able to the distant mountains rising, though it was unlikely. With the massive steam fields spread between the edge of the city in the mountains, there wasn’t much that was visible all that often. Most of the time, views to the west were clouded with steam and smoke, a sort of vog that made everything unpleasant. She had grown up with it, and had been accustomed to it, but those in the central sections didn’t enjoy the same view as she.

      Sam tapped her canal staff on the ground, her mind working through how she would get in.

      It was a simple job. And, given her experience as a thief, it should be no more difficult than anything other. Then again, she was a little jumpy, especially since the last job she had taken had ended up with her nearly dying.

      She couldn’t figure out why Bastan would be after anything in a warehouse. Then again, she had gone after art supplies for him before, and this was more of the same, though it wasn’t in Caster.

      Maybe he was trying to find more of the easar paper. All she knew was that he wanted her to find a box. Could that be what was inside of it?

      If only she could find more of the paper.

      Sam moved quietly, trying to slip into the building undetected. She kept her cloak wrapped around her shoulders and held a firm grip on her canal staff, cautious not to drag it across the ground.

      It was dark, and though her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she still feared that someone could catch her by surprise. If only Alec were here, maybe she could use an augmentation…

      Sam shook her head. She had to stop thinking like that. Augmentations could help, but they weren’t the only thing that worked. She had plenty of experience sneaking through the city even before she ever learned about her ability to be augmented.

      She needed to rely on what she knew, not on augmentation that might be fleeting, especially if they didn’t have enough access to easar paper. As much as she wanted the augmentations to be ongoing, she recognized that they might not be unless she was able to come up with another supply.

      Movement caught her eye.

      Sam hesitated. What was it that she had seen?

      She froze. In the darkness and with her cloak drawn tight around her, she had a sense that she would be completely invisible, though she knew that wasn’t the case. Marin had already shown an ability to see her, even when she was shrouded by the cloak.

      Then again, Marin was something more than an average person.

      There were no other signs of movement. Maybe she had imagined it.

      Sam started forward, creeping slowly. She must have imagined it. She needed to remain alert to her surroundings. Bastan had given her directions about where she could find this item, and told her to claim the entire box—regardless of what might be in it.

      Sam hated the uncertainty.

      Then again, with Bastan, this was exactly the kind of thing he did. He thrived on uncertainty and on not sharing what it was he was after.

      Sam crept forward, surveying the room. If his instructions were correct, she had to get through this room and into the next, and then she could find the box.

      Why did she feel so unsettled?

      Maybe she had become too reliant on the augmentations. Or, more likely, it was simply that she hadn’t taken any jobs in a while. She was out of practice. It was the very thing that would get her into trouble.

      Sam reached the door and twisted the knob, finding it unlocked.

      It was almost a shame that she didn’t have to break in. The door being unlocked meant she didn’t have to try to pick it, not as she used to. Bastan had even given her a new lock-pick set, and Sam was curious to try it. Maybe she could use it on Bastan. She was sure that he would love the idea of that.

      When she pushed open the door, she froze.

      There was a flurry of movement, and whoever it was raced toward the back of the room.

      Kyza!

      Sam scanned the room. If Bastan had been right, the box would be here.

      There was no sign of it.

      Could someone have gotten in ahead of her?

      Bastan wasn’t the only one working in the city, and if he’d received word of something valuable, it was possible that others would have too.

      She didn’t want this person to get out of the room without her having a chance to figure out what it was that was so valuable.

      If there was only one person, Sam could track him, maybe follow him through the city. Maybe she could find out who had gotten here first. Bastan might appreciate knowing that, and even if he didn’t, knowing who opposed him would be valuable.

      There was a back door.

      Why hadn’t Bastan suggested that she come through the back door?

      Sam stepped out into the night. The canal burbled nearby, a steady sound. There was an occasional splash, and she tried not to think of what might have caused it. The stupid canal eels swam in that water, and she was convinced they were after her after the last time she had fallen in.

      Standing in place, her cloak wrapped around her, she let her eyes adjust to the moonlight until she was able to see into the darkness. As she did, she noticed movement in the distance.

      Sam raced toward it.

      She used her staff, flipping along the street, occasionally climbing up to a nearby building. It wasn’t always the safest way to travel, but from the rooftops, she could get a better vantage and could see where these others might have gone. She hated doing this alone, used to having Tray with her, but Tray had been absent almost as much as Marin had been.

      There were two figures, and they hurried forward, moving faster than she could keep up. Some type of weapon bulged beneath their cloaks. If they were armed, they were either unafraid of the consequences of being caught carrying a weapon or they had connections that protected them. Considering the types of people who would’ve broken into the warehouse, she suspected it was the former.

      It was even more reason for her to be careful. If they didn’t care about getting caught, or they didn’t fear what might happen, they were the kind of people who wouldn’t hesitate to attack.

      Could she keep up?

      Not running along the rooftops. Doing it this way required that she make a jump every so often, and she often wasn’t able to clear the street, forcing her to scramble down and then back up. Each time she did, it slowed her down. Surprisingly, they seemed unmindful of the fact that they were out in the open.

      Kyza, but that bothered her.

      Sam raced along the street. How could they be moving so quickly?

      The only answer she could come up with was that they knew the streets better than she. It wasn’t that Sam didn’t know her way around this section, it was just that it wasn’t as natural to her as Caster where she knew her way around and didn’t need to worry about someone getting ahead of her, not the way these people seemed to.

      As she raced after them, another figure joined the pursuit.

      This one carried a long staff and had a cloak that flowed behind as she ran.

      Marin.

      Sam was certain of it.

      Why would Marin be here? What would she be after?

      The same thing as Bastan.

      Bastan had known Marin would be interested in it, and had wanted Sam to reach it first, but she hadn’t realized she would have to compete with Marin to reclaim it.

      She hurried forward, no longer focused on the two figures that were disappearing. Instead, Sam focused on the path where she could intercept Marin. When Marin jumped up onto a rooftop, Sam jumped onto a rooftop. When Marin jumped down, Sam followed, jumping down at the same place. At least with Marin, Sam knew that she could keep pace. She didn’t worry about getting outrun. Except… Marin still managed to evade her.

      Sam was determined not to let her get away, not now that she finally could see the woman.

      And then she caught up to her.

      Marin stood with her staff resting on the ground. Two figures lay motionless near her. She clutched a box under her arm and glanced up the moment Sam appeared.

      “Samara. You should not be here.”

      “And where should I be?”

      Marin glanced down at the two fallen figures, almost as if debating what she should do. She let out a small breath, almost a sigh, and motioned to Sam to follow.

      Sam considered the two fallen figures, wanting nothing more than to know why Marin had attacked them, before ultimately choosing to hurry after her. Marin kept a quick pace, and she was forced to match Marin’s stride.

      “Are you augmented?” Sam asked, hurrying forward.

      Marin glanced over. “And why would I need to be augmented?”

      “It’s just… It’s just that you’re walking so Kyza-cursed fast.”

      “After what has happened here, I need to make haste,” Marin said.

      “Who were those two?” Sam asked. “They were armed, so they weren’t concerned about being caught. Who do they work for?”

      Marin slowed a moment. “How do you know they work for anyone?”

      “I know it’s not Bastan. He sent me, and if he sent me, he wouldn’t have sent them.” At least, she didn’t think he would. Then again, she wouldn’t entirely put it past Bastan to pull a trick like that. He could be a bit of a bastard. He hadn’t sent a second crew on one of her missions in a while, but he had been known to do it before, especially when he was concerned something might get away.

      Such as the box that Marin now had?

      “No. I don’t think they work for Bastan,” Marin said with a hint of a smile.

      “What is it? What’s in there?”

      “Nothing that you need to concern yourself about.”

      “Why was it in this warehouse?”

      “Bait.”

      “Bait?”

      Marin nodded. “It was bait. I’m the one who placed it in the warehouse. I don’t know how Bastan discovered it, and I’ll be honest, it troubles me that he sent you, but I needed to know whether I’ve been compromised.”

      “Compromised? What would that even mean?”

      “You understand the delicate nature of what I do.”

      Marin led them back to the warehouse and ducked inside, pulling the door closed behind them. She went to a lantern hidden along the wall, and turned up the gas so that it glowed brightly. The inside of the warehouse was sparse, with no decorations. There was the lantern, and another was on the other side of the room hanging from a post. Rows of empty shelves were here. There were a few paintings, and some artifacts, sculptures, and other things similar. Sam pocketed one when Marin wasn’t looking, deciding that if nothing else, she should have something to give to Bastan.

      “I don’t know anything about what you do, Marin. All I know is that you’ve told me that I’m a Kaver, but not what that means.”

      “You have to be careful with your abilities, especially in the city,” Marin said. “You need to stay in the outer sections. If you get caught…”

      “What will happen if I get caught?”

      “Just make sure you don’t,” Marin said.

      Sam frowned. “I want to understand these abilities better.”

      “And you will, in time. Once everything has settled down, I can help you understand what you’re capable of doing.” Marin looked at her, frowning as she did. “Unless you have already continued your studies with your Scribe.”

      “We’re out of easar paper.”

      Marin grunted and set the box down. “That’s probably for the best,” she said.

      Sam eyed the box. All she wanted was to take a look at what was inside. With Marin, she doubted she would be given that opportunity, but she wanted to know what Marin would have used as bait. What would be so appealing that it would draw Bastan out?

      Marin seemed to notice Sam looking and leaned on the box. “I think you need to return to Caster.”

      “Why?”

      “It is dangerous for you.”

      “Because I’m a Kaver or because of something you’re doing?”

      Marin stared at her. “Yes.”

      “Let me help.”

      Marin shook her head. “No. You don’t get to help, not with this.”

      “I don’t get to help with this? This doesn’t make any sense. Why won’t you let me help?”

      “You need return to Caster. Stay safe.”

      Sam threw her hands up in frustration. “I can’t stay safe, not until I know what I am! And I can’t even find Tray. It seems you’ve always got him working on your behalf. Why him and not me?” There had been a time when she would have refused working for Marin, but it would give her the chance at answers she needed.

      “Just do this, Samara. Answers will come when everything is done.”

      “What sort of everything?”

      Marin breathed out heavily. “When the Thelns attacked, we gained the wrong kind of attention.”

      “What kind is that? More Thelns?”

      “They’ll return. Now that they know they can, there’s plenty of reason for them to return—especially Ralun.” Marin watched her for a long moment. “The Thelns are the only ones that pose a danger to you and your brother. I intend to ensure that the two of you are safe in the city, but I can’t do that if you continue to chase people through the streets and expose yourself. If you put yourself in danger, there is nothing I can do that will keep you safe.”

      “I don’t need you to keep me safe, Marin.”

      “Trust me, Samara. With this, you do.”

      Sam waited for her to say something more, but Marin didn’t. She continued to rest her hand on the box and stare at Sam, practically demanding that she leave. Sam didn’t have any choice but to do so.
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      Sam reached Bastan’s tavern, keeping her cloak thrown around her shoulders, shrouding herself with it. The sculpture she’d taken from Marin’s warehouse was in her pocket, its weight a heavy reminder that she had failed Bastan.

      She hated the idea that she had failed him. She had never failed him before, and this time, it wasn’t even her fault.

      And what was Marin playing at?

      If she wouldn’t work with her to help her with her abilities, Sam was determined to find some way to better understand them, even if that meant that she had to break into Bastan’s office to find the easar paper supply he still possessed.

      She waited along the back entrance to the tavern that Bastan thought he kept hidden until he disappeared along the street, heading away from the tavern. When she was certain he was gone, she pulled the door open. The hall was dark with no sign of a lantern.

      The door to his office was locked, so she pulled out her lock-pick set. Bastan’s gift had saved her a few times. As he had taught her early on, she twisted it from side to side, moving it slowly in a pattern to trip the tumblers, until the lock clicked open. If Bastan hadn’t wanted her to get into his office, he shouldn’t have taught her.

      After slipping inside, she closed the door behind her and remained in the darkness for a moment. There were no sounds, nothing of breathing or footsteps or anything. She crept toward Bastan’s desk.

      She remembered he kept a lantern there. She fumbled around the top of the desk until she found it. Getting it lit was difficult in the dark, but finally she managed. She kept the light to a soft glow, enough for her to make her way around the room but not so much that it would draw attention from anyone on the other side of the door.

      Her heart raced. She shouldn’t be in Bastan’s office without him, but she needed to find more of the easar paper. That was her prize. She doubted that he’d sold it, at least not all of it. If she could get enough of a supply, she and Alec could continue to practice, and they wouldn’t be restricted by the supply of paper.

      As she sat in Bastan’s chair, she smiled to herself. She could envision him sitting in the chair this way, thumbing through his stack of documents and looking over his records. He was probably deciding which pieces of art to purchase and which to steal. Even with what he stole, there were times when he’d spend more on a piece of art than most people would make in an entire year.

      Sam looked quickly through them, searching for the easar paper, finding nothing. She pushed the stack of papers back into place, careful to make certain they were as Bastan had left him.

      The next stack was different. A few of the pages had sketches on them. Others were marked, making her think that he had already decided to go after them.

      She took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, surveying his office. There were tapestries on the walls, but also paintings, some with paint that had long ago faded while others had more vibrant colors. Sam knew little about art and had little idea about why these would be appealing to Bastan, other than their price. Most of these were incredibly valuable.

      Her gaze fell on two sculptures in the corner. They were small, and Sam had seen them before. They were probably no taller than she was and appeared to be locked in a sort of battle. They were old—likely as old as some of the paintings in the room—based on their worn and crumbled condition. Maybe the damage from years past even added to their value. Neither sculpture had both arms. One of the sculptures missed one ear.

      The more Sam stared at them, the more she began to feel a sense of tension, almost a strange sort of unease. Maybe that was the reason Bastan valued it.

      Sam settled back, leaning her elbows on the armrests.

      Where would Bastan keep the easar paper?

      It had to be someplace here. He was secretive, but he was also predictable, and she had to believe that he wouldn’t keep it so well hidden that he couldn’t reach it easily. Would he view the paper as part of his art collection? He knew each piece was valuable—but he also knew that it wasn’t easily written upon. She’d not shared more than that with him.

      Sam pulled open a few of the drawers and found nothing other than more files. One of the drawers was locked, and she slipped her knife along the edge, trying to pry it open. The drawer resisted, and she stopped. She wasn’t about to destroy Bastan’s office searching for the paper, not without knowing whether or not it was even here. If he discovered that she had broken in, he’d be angry but would get over it. If she destroyed something in here, she wasn’t sure what his reaction would be.

      Sam stood and looked around the room. Other than the art collected, there were several shelves with books. Much like the artwork, Sam suspect he collected them for a particular reason, not seeking knowledge so much as he sought to simply collect.

      The two sculptures in the corner drew her toward them. They were smooth, almost metallic, and their surface was cold. It was strange, but she thought she felt a strange vibration deep within them.

      Turning to the paintings on the wall, she wouldn’t put it past Bastan to hide something behind the paintings. In fact, that was exactly the kind of thing he might do. She pulled the nearest portrait off the wall and found nothing but stone. She did the same with the next few but found nothing behind them.

      She paused when she reached the next portrait. It looked a little different from the others, almost like a map of the canals if she tipped her head to the right and squinted. She had spent enough time jumping the canals to know what they looked like.

      She pulled it off the wall and saw a dark shadow behind it.

      A sound came from the other side of the door.

      Kyza!

      She thought she’d have more time before Bastan returned, but maybe she’d misjudged. Or maybe she had taken too long at the desk as she sorted through his papers.

      She adjusted the portrait on the wall and pulled her cloak around her shoulders, hurrying to the door. She could sneak out the back of his office, but she wanted to listen. Maybe it wasn’t Bastan, and she had more time.

      Feet thudded across the floorboards.

      “Check out back,” a voice said.

      It was a deep voice and it rumbled, reminding her somewhat of the Thelns. Could they have already returned? That was one thing Marin had shared with her: the Thelns would return. She wasn’t ready… not without practicing more. And without Alec, she couldn’t do anything against them.

      She shifted her cloak around her shoulders and grabbed her canal staff. Even disassembled, she had a weapon.

      “It’s locked,” someone said.

      She was too close to the door, and she hadn’t realized they had tested the handle.

      “Break it down.” That came from the first voice she had heard.

      Bastan’s men wouldn’t break down the door. That meant someone else.

      There came another wiggling at the lock.

      Kyza!

      She quickly twisted the two ends of her staff together as something thudded onto the door.

      Were she only augmented—even as the stupid giant—she could have held the door closed, though she doubted she would have been able to push against the attacker for long. There were limits to strength she could get with her augmentations. Had she more time, she could move the desk and drag it in front of the door, but that would only draw attention to her presence. The only other option she had was to jam the canal staff into place, blocking them from knocking it down.

      Someone thudded on the door again.

      Sam leaned on her staff, pressing it against the door.

      What she wouldn’t give to have Tray with her. With his brutish size and strength, he would be able to at least hold the door closed.

      When the attacker hit the door a third time, Sam was pushed backward, and the door sprang open.

      She paused long enough to determine whether she recognized the man—worried that it might actually be one of Bastan’s—but didn’t.

      She swung her canal staff. It cracked him along his skull and he dropped.

      Sam ducked against the wall, waiting for the next person. There came the sound of punching and grunting out in the main part of the tavern, but no one else came through the door. Feet thundered across the floorboards, and she prepared to strike, gripping her staff tightly.

      She craned her head around the corner of the door and saw men dressed like the one in the office with her along with several others she recognized. One of them was Kevin, the cook who was always friendly to her, and he lay with his head turned to the side so that she could see his glazed eyes, blood starting to pool.

      If Kevin was dead…

      No. She could hear his breathing, enough to know that he still lived, but for how much longer?

      She didn’t recognize either of the other men in the tavern, and no one moved.

      What had happened?

      These attackers must have thought to attack the tavern just when Kevin and the others had returned—or come out of the kitchen. It seemed as if they had knocked each other out, leaving the tavern a disaster, but there was no one else here.

      But why had the attackers come in the first place?

      She ducked back into Bastan’s office and searched the man she’d knocked out. A pair of knives and some coins. She claimed those, pocketing them, payment for her trouble. She stepped back out into the tavern and worked through the others, but found nothing that would explain who they were.

      Standing and surveying the inside of the tavern, her gaze settled on the men again. Something caught her attention.

      A ring.

      There was a pattern on the ring, and she recognized it.

      The palace.

      Why would someone from the palace attack Bastan’s tavern?

      Now wasn’t the time to search for those answers.

      Now was the time to go.

      As she started to get up, she heard footsteps on the stairs to the entrance and Bastan’s deep rumble of a voice.
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      As Bastan walked through the tavern toward his office, Sam debated her options. She could hide, either ducking into the kitchen or perhaps slip into a dark corner of the tavern, but she wouldn’t get any answers if she did that. She wanted to know what had happened and whether Bastan would reveal anything. Neither would happen if she hid rather than coming out into the open.

      The other option involved attempting to deceive Bastan. She wasn’t sure whether she would even be able to. Bastan wasn’t the kind of person you attempted to mislead, even if he could be.

      She held tightly to her canal staff and stood amid the fallen bodies, waiting. If nothing else, she might be able to get an answer before she left.

      As Bastan approached, he scanned the room, his gaze finally settling on Sam. “Is this your doing?”

      “It’s not my fault,” she said. “I came in and they were trying to break into your office. Kevin and the others were—”

      Bastan raised a hand, silencing her. He knelt next to Kevin and bent his head close to determine if he was breathing. When he was content that he was, he stood. “Why were you here?”

      “You had a job for me.”

      “That you failed to complete.”

      Sam patted the pocket that held the small sculpture she’d stolen from Marin’s warehouse. He knew. “Marin was—”

      “I know what Marin was.”

      Sam looked around the tavern. Why had he sent her if he knew? “Why were you attacked? What do you have that they were after?”

      “I don’t have anything that they would be after.”

      Sam could think of something they might be after. The same reason the city had been attacked. The stupid highborns had brought it upon the city and they couldn’t even be bothered to clean up their mess. “Not even the paper?”

      Bastan stared at her. “Samara. What are you trying to get at?”

      “Just trying to understand what happened here. The people that were attacked are my friends, too.”

      Bastan looked over his tavern, his brow furrowing. She had seen him angry before, but it had been a while. “It’s possible.” He stepped over a few of the bodies and reached the door to his office. Once there, he stepped inside.

      Sam waited, uncertain whether he would come right back out.

      “Samara?”

      Sam took a deep breath as she made her way to Bastan, heading toward him hesitantly. Had he found some sign of her presence there? Had he realized that she moved the papers and examined the paintings? She was confident she had been more careful than that, but she couldn’t be certain.

      When she stepped inside, he frowned at her. “Tell me, Samara, how this man ended up this way.”

      “I don’t know. It looks like he was attacked here,” she said.

      Bastan grunted. “Yes. Attacked. I would make the same assessment.” He crouched next to the fallen man and turned his head to the side, revealing the place where Sam’s staff had struck him. “This is an interesting injury.”

      Sam’s mind raced. He had to know that she was the one to knock this man out, which meant that he knew she had been in his office. With a sigh, she tapped her canal staff on the ground, and the sound rang out sharply. Too loudly. “I saw movement in here and came back, not certain what had happened…”

      “That is awfully brave of you.” Bastan stood and kicked the man, rolling him over. His gaze drifted over the length of him before falling on the university sigil. “I presume you saw this as well?”

      Sam nodded. There was no use denying it. “What do you have that the palace would be interested in?”

      “Yes. What might I have? There shouldn’t be anything that I possess that has been taken from them. I know well enough to steer clear of them. The palace has a tendency to react negatively when someone attempts to steal from them.”

      He took a seat at his desk and pulled a key out of his pocket that unlocked the drawer she hadn’t managed to open. She was relieved that she hadn’t tried it, because if she had, it would have likely broken the lock, and possibly even the drawer, and Bastan would have known. This way, at least, he didn’t realize that she had been here. Hopefully, he would remain distracted by the attack and wouldn’t think anything of the fact that the papers might not be exactly where they should be on his desk or that she had touched the paintings.

      Bastan pulled a bundle of paper out of the drawer. It was wrapped in a leather folder and he unrolled the edges, making a point of doing so deliberately. He studied the pages but didn’t do anything else with them. Finally, he folded the leather binding back up and slipped it back into his drawer, locking it once more.

      That was not the easar paper. Whatever Bastan had was written on with a tight script, and she thought she’d glimpsed numbers. Maybe it was more records of smuggling.

      “Is that what they were looking for?” Sam asked.

      “This?” Bastan tapped the drawer, glancing up to meet her gaze. “This is nothing more than a schedule of shipments.”

      “They wouldn’t be after your schedule of shipments,” she said.

      “No. They would not.” Bastan’s gaze drifted around the room before settling on Sam once more. “You still haven’t answered why you were here.”

      “I told you I saw—”

      “Yes. You saw Kevin and the others and followed them.” He looked up at her, staring at her with an intense expression. “What were you after, Samara?”

      Sam debated how to answer. Honesty never got her very far when it came to Bastan. He wouldn’t appreciate knowing that she had come simply because she wanted to discover where he had hidden the easar paper. Bastan knew it was valuable—he had been the one who helped her understand that it couldn’t be written on by anyone—but he wouldn’t know exactly how valuable it was. If he did, knowing Bastan, he would take advantage of it. That was not the way easar paper should be used.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with what Marin has been up to?”

      “These men? Why?”

      Bastan had known her since she was very young and helped train her, fostering her ability, even though he knew nothing about the fact that she was a Kaver. “If you’re intending to keep something from me, don’t bother lying, Bastan. All I want is to know what Marin is doing.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I know that Marin set you up. Well, not you, but she used the item in the warehouse as a way to draw attention.”

      “You’re certain of this?”

      “She told me.”

      “Then you saw her.”

      Sam nodded. “I got into the warehouse, but someone had already gotten there before me.”

      Bastan looked at the fallen man. “What is Marin up to?” he muttered.

      “I don’t know.”

      Bastan sighed. “I think you need to be careful.”

      “Careful? You’re the one who has sent me into the warehouse! You’ve never cared about me being careful.”

      “I’ve done nothing but try to keep you safe.”

      “Safe?” Sam smiled, finding that comment hard to believe. “The assignments you gave me were almost always dangerous.”

      “Not dangerous. Maybe designed to test you. Maybe designed to make you stronger. But you were never in any real danger, Samara. I would never want that for you.”

      “Well, if your intent was to strengthen me by testing me and challenging me to do more dangerous things, then you’ve succeeded.”

      He smiled at her, a hint of a mischievous grin on his face. “You would have it some other way?”

      “You know, some people prefer to have a safe childhood.” Then again, some people preferred to know their parents, something Sam had not. She grew up on the streets, practically raised by Bastan.

      Bastan leaned even farther forward, and he considered her for a long moment. “I’ve always had the sense that you aren’t most people, Samara.”

      She sniffed. She never been one to want a boring life, and now all she wanted was to understand this new ability, but she wasn’t sure what it meant for her. She turned, preparing to leave, not wanting to stay in Bastan’s office any longer than necessary. The longer she stayed, the more she opened herself to questions from him. Besides, she needed to find Alec.

      “I’m sorry your people were attacked,” she said, starting toward the door. She still didn’t know why and didn’t think that Bastan would tell her. She would need to figure it out on her own, but she’d also have to find out where he kept the easar paper.

      “Samara?” Bastan asked as she reached the door.

      She turned slowly.

      “Why was my lantern lit?”

      Her gaze drifted to the lantern, and she could feel her heart fluttering faster, betraying her. “I don’t know. Maybe you left it lit. Maybe the attackers lit it when they came in.”

      Bastan glanced from the lantern to the man lying on the ground. “Perhaps that is all it is. Stay safe, Samara.”
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      Alec sat in a smooth chair too narrow for him in the great hall, a bead of sweat running along his forehead. Everything around him spoke of wealth. The walls were stained with a dark oil, gleaming off the marble floor. A fire crackled in the back of the room, giving warmth and the air held a hint of medicine and herbs. Reminiscent of his time studying with his father, the smells that should have been welcoming were not.

      What was he thinking?

      He had agreed to the testing, and so far, found the questions asked to be fairly straightforward, the kind of questions his father once asked—but that had been when he was much younger, barely older than twelve. He expected more difficult questions than what he had been given. Instead, he was asked to make simple assessments.

      “Mr. Stross, what would you do if you had a person come to you complaining of a rash spread across his skin and running a fever?”

      The question came from an older man, the master physicker. He had thin, practically wispy hair that he kept brushed off to the side and a nasally way of speaking. He and two other physickers, another man and a woman, sat behind a long table, their padded chairs looking much more comfortable than the one he sat on, judging him with each question.

      This man had been the primary questioner for him. Alec had answered each question as assertively as he could, his father telling him that was the key, but it was growing increasingly difficult for him to maintain his composure as they asked him increasingly ridiculous questions.

      He needed to keep calm. If he was going to gain entry to the university and be given the opportunity to serve as a physicker in the way that he had dreamed and a way that would help both him and Sam, he needed to be more careful with what he said.

      “I would first question the duration of the rash, Master Physicker. From there, I would ascertain the number of lesions. Then I would determine whether they were raised or flat. I would assess whether they were blanchable or not.”

      One of the other physickers leaned forward. She had a hard gaze, and her gray hair was pulled back into a severe bun. She had not spoken much up to now, but the expression she wore made it abundantly clear how little she approved of this entire process. Alec had not determined whether she disapproved of him or the fact that she was at a testing.

      “He remains quite focused on the rash. Most would ask about the fever first.”

      Alec nodded. “The fever would be important. I would need to know the highest temperature and the duration and whether there seemed to be any triggers, but often with someone presenting with something like this, it is the rash that produces the fever.”

      “You would suggest that a rash produces a fever?” This was from the third tester, a slightly younger man. He was still much older than Alec, and had deep wrinkles and a creased brow that twitched as he questioned. None of them had offered their names, and Alec suspected this was intentional. If he failed the testing, he would likely not return to see them again.

      “Some fevers are known to appear before the rash manifests,” Alec said. “Often the rash is not visible. Sometimes, it’s rough, almost like rubbing sand across the skin. What you describe was a visible sort of rash. I assume that we are talking about a typical rash-related illness.”

      The master physicker nodded slowly. “With your assessment, what would you do for such a patient?”

      Alec considered for a moment. When he worked with his father, he would often be the first to assess a patient. It was part of his apprenticeship as an apothecary and the way that he gained his skills. His father had taught him all about the different medicinal options and then let Alec test them, telling him when he had once asked that it was only through his application of knowledge that he would get a chance to learn. He had to have the experience seeing what worked in order to know what to try the next time he needed to treat someone.

      “There are many different treatments that could be tried,” Alec said. The severe-looking woman leaned back, crossing her arms. He had to be careful with her. Something told him that she was the one who would be making the decision about him, and if he made a mistake, he suspected she would be quick to jump on it. “But rarely are poultices effective for something like this. Generally, I would attempt a mixture of renberry stems and heben leaves. Mixed together and combined with a dab of fennel oil, this concoction taken twice a day should be enough to eliminate most rashes.”

      “You would propose an oral treatment for a rash?” the younger of the three asked.

      Alec nodded. In his mind, he was already documenting it the way his father had instructed, describing the rash and the symptoms, and then adding in the attempted treatment. It would be what was expected of him, and what he would need to do in order to maintain records of what had worked. It was for this reason that he documented as strictly as he did when working with Sam, keeping explicit records of each time they attempted augmentation so that they knew what would work and he could reference that for future attempts.

      “I think we have seen—” the master physicker started but was cut off by the younger man.

      “I would have another question for Mr. Stross, Master Physicker.”

      The master physicker waved his hand. “Ask what you need,” he said.

      The other man nodded once. “How would you assess an individual coming with complaints of abdominal pain?”

      Alec met his gaze. “Abdominal pain is difficult to assess. There are many possible causes, and it can be difficult to ascertain the culprit. Can you tell me whether we are dealing with a male or a female patient?”

      “Why do you question?” the physicker asked.

      It was a basic question, and it told Alec exactly how they felt about him coming to them. Was it because he was slightly older than the typical student? His father had explained that Alec was outside the range of the norm, and that was the reason that Alec had never thought he had a chance to study at the university. It was well beyond the time when he should have been called and offered a chance for testing. Maybe that was the reason the other physickers looked at him with a certain disdain. Then again, maybe it was because of his father. He understood that the university physickers viewed the way his father treated patients by using his apothecary knowledge as something unpleasant. They viewed apothecaries as lesser healers than themselves.

      If they would ask him a basic question, then he would remind them why it was such a basic question. Maybe his impertinence would keep him from gaining access to the university, but maybe it would be what allowed him to finally get into more difficult testing.

      “The source of pain is different depending on gender. The location is also important. I would need to know the duration and type of pain the patient was experiencing. There are at least a dozen different causes that I can conceive, and many are benign, especially in the female patient. There are a few that can be quite severe, and beyond my current level of ability.”

      “And why is that?” This came from the woman. She watched him now with a different expression, though still not one that allowed him to surmise what she was thinking.

      “My father is skilled at compounding medicines and treating patients, but he has never claimed to be a surgeon. That is not his skill. So, I have no surgical training to speak of.”

      “What surgical causes do you believe you might deal with when encountering abdominal pain?” the woman asked.

      Alec met her gaze and shrugged. “There are several obvious causes and some that aren’t quite as obvious. I remember a time when my father treated a man with a ruptured artery inside his belly, and there was nothing we were able to do for him.”

      “How did this man suffer such an injury?” the master physicker asked.

      “We were never able to discern the reason for it.”

      “Not traumatic?” the woman asked.

      Alec shook his head. “There was no trauma. It was possible that it was spontaneous.”

      “The body does not spontaneously begin leaking,” the master physicker said.

      Alec shook his head. “I don’t claim to have knowledge of all things, Master Physicker. All I can share with you is what I witnessed. It was the likely answer given the information that we had at our disposal.”

      Now, Alec would have wondered differently. Could the man have been afflicted some way similar to the princess? Could the Thelns have targeted someone else, using their Book of Maladies to poison them?

      And he understood the woman’s reluctance to believe that such an injury could be spontaneous. It would be rare, exceedingly so, but his father had still attempted to treat him.

      In hindsight, Alec realized that his father had treated many strange illnesses. He’d always assumed it was because his father was willing to treat, the willingness that came from a desire to serve his community, and the fact that he would treat everyone, regardless of their ability to pay. In that way, his father was nothing like the physickers at the university. He didn’t require a donation that oftentimes only granted access to the physickers and not much beyond that.

      “You may go, Mr. Stross.”

      Alec stood, and his gaze drifted around the richly appointed room one more time before settling on the physickers. Each was making notes on a piece of paper, and none of them looked up at him, as if avoiding his gaze.

      “Are there no other questions?” he asked.

      The master physicker shook his head. “No other questions. If we decide to grant you entry, you will be summoned.”

      Alec turned and kept his back stiff as he headed toward the door. As he pulled it closed behind him, he heard a soft murmuring of their voices and noted the older physicker making an incredulous comment about treating the rash with an oral preparation.

      He shook his head. The physickers were gifted healers, and maybe they knew things that he did not, but Alec had seen certain rashes such as they had described that had required an oral preparation. Maybe his father knew certain things the physickers did not. That would surprise him, especially considering how many sought to reach the university to study and failed to gain entry, but Alec had seen what his father was able to do with his resources.

      He stepped outside. The testing was conducted in the building at the edge of the university, far removed from the rest of the university. When he left, walking out into the bright sunlight, he shielded his eyes and wiped the bead of sweat from his forehead. He shouldn’t have been nervous—if he had failed, he really lost nothing and could return to working with his father, so it didn’t really matter—but he couldn’t help it. Being testing for acceptance into the university was what he had wanted his entire life. He had worked with his father to learn to heal and to treat, and had gained significant skills, becoming gifted with them, but he could learn quite a bit more were he to enter the university. Would doing so mean that he had to abandon his role as Scribe?

      Maybe that was what his father wanted for him. His father certainly wanted him to take the opportunity to enter the university, and he likely didn’t want him caught up in whatever political dynamics his role as Scribe involved, but if he did, that meant he was abandoning Sam. She deserved better than that, didn’t she?

      His gaze drifted to the line of people waiting at the entrance to the university. He had stood in that same line when he had come looking for his father. He had seen the way the lower-level physickers took donations from those in line, which only granted them entry to the university before being taken to where another physicker would assess them and determine whether there was anything that could even be done for them. If he was accepted, would he be forced to do the same thing? Would he be asked to take donations, often more than what the people could afford, before they were granted entry?

      With a sigh, he tore his gaze away from the line of people. There was nothing he could do for them. Even from a distance, he could see their injuries would never be healed by apothecaries like himself. Maybe the physickers could do more, though he wasn’t certain. Alec could use his and Sam’s blood and could possibly make notes on the easar paper, speeding the healing of broken limbs and healing wounds, but could he do the same for even more severe illnesses? Was there another way to heal that he didn’t yet know?

      Maybe healing was a better use of the easar paper and his ability. Could that be what he was meant to do?

      His father had encouraged him to participate in the testing, thinking that he was ready. And Alec had believed that he was, but perhaps the physickers didn’t agree. And if they didn’t, would Alec be disappointed? Maybe it was time for him to give up on the dream of studying at the university, and maybe it was time for him to return to working with his father while continuing his studies with Sam.

      He cast one more glance back at the university as he left the section, his heart heavy for a loss of something that he had never had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Returning Home

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late in the day by the time Alec reached the apothecary. The door was locked and he knocked on the glass portion, standing back and waiting for his father. He should have brought the key, but he had expected his father to still be at the shop when Alec returned.

      His father didn’t answer.

      Alec’s gaze drifted down the street while trying to decide what he would do. He could return to Caster and search for Sam, but she wouldn’t understand his disappointment, not as well as his father would have understood.

      A hand on his shoulder made him spin.

      “Mrs. Rubbles?”

      She was an older woman and always well-dressed. As usual, her hair was neatly done, and a hint of color was added to her cheeks. She flashed a wide smile when he turned. “Alec. I haven’t seen you in quite a while.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t have seen me had you not needed my father services.”

      “I’ve been to the apothecary a few times, but you’ve not been here. You seem different from when I saw you last.”

      “Different?” Alec flashed a smile, wondering why she would make that claim.

      Mrs. Rubbles rubbed her hands together and shrugged. “Perhaps the same. Maybe it’s my aging eyes that have changed.”

      “It seems my father isn’t here, and I don’t have a key.”

      “Oh, he’s likely out harvesting again. You know your father.”

      Alec nodded. His father could be gone anywhere from an afternoon to several days when he went harvesting. He hadn’t thought that his father had gone off for any length of time, but maybe he had.

      “If your father’s not here, come along then. I went out harvesting myself. You’re lucky to have caught me.”

      “More ink?”

      “You know how it goes, Alec. I need to find the right colorant.” She smiled and waved for him to follow. She reached her shop just down the street, holding the door until Alec followed her in.

      The inside of Mrs. Rubbles’ shop was simple. She sold stationery, and dozens of different types of papers and pen, inks, and an assortment of candle wax, all designed for documentation. She was his father’s primary supplier of paper and acquired a particular stock for him. “Are you hungry?”

      “You don’t have to feed me, Mrs. Rubbles.”

      “Nonsense, Alec. Without you, I don’t think I would be feeling nearly as wonderful as I do these days. It’s almost like I am ten years younger.”

      Alec smiled. He could do even more for her if he used the easar paper on her again. The physickers didn’t have the same capacity to help that he did as a Scribe. They might know of medicines and surgeries that could be tried, but would any of them have the ability to rejuvenate her the way he had with the easar paper? He had cured her glandular issue even without knowing what he was doing. Now that he had some understanding, he might even be able to do more.

      “If you haven’t been working with your father, what have you been doing?” she asked, guiding him up the stairs at the back of the shop and into her apartment. It was all neatly arranged, and she motioned for him to take a seat in a comfortable-looking chair at the table. Several stacks of paper with bottles of ink rested on the table.

      “I’ve been studying with another.” He lifted one of the bottles of ink and twisted it in his fingers before setting it back down.

      “Another?” A twinkle came to her eyes. “Could this be the same other I saw when you came to my shop with your father after that strange paper?”

      Alec flushed. “She’s only a friend, Mrs. Rubbles.”

      “Well, I saw how the two of you were together. There is definitely a connection there, so don’t abandon hope yet.”

      Alec looked down at his hands. It wasn’t so much abandoning hope as knowing what was realistic. And with Sam, he wasn’t certain whether he wanted to risk disrupting the connection they had between them. What they could do as Scribe and Kaver was important—probably too important to risk in any way.

      “You seem distracted. What is it?” she said.

      She rubbed her hands, and Alec noted her palms were cracking. Immediately his mind began to work through different lotions he could offer.

      “I went to the university for testing today,” Alec said.

      “Your father said you might. He wasn’t sure whether you would accept. I told him that of course you would. Why wouldn’t you?”

      “I can be an apothecary like my father without going to the university.”

      She shot him an amused look. “Like your father? Where do you think he learned his skills? Why do you think your father is as talented as he is? I think he hopes that you will decide to follow him, though he understands that you have to make your own way.”

      “I don’t really know what I want to do. For a long time, I thought I was meant to work at the apothecary. Going to the university had always been a dream, but nothing more than that. And now….” Now, his purpose alluded him. He could continue to work with Sam. He could stay with his father, trying to better understand healing and treatments. His future was unlikely to involve anything with the university.

      Mrs. Rubbles looked up from the meal she was preparing in her small kitchen. She was warming up some meats, and they steamed in the pot, giving off a savory aroma. The smells made his mouth water, and his stomach rumbled. The testing had taken the better part of the day, and he hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. “Life is nothing but decisions. you make one, you need to move forward, not looking back. Decisions of the past can’t be changed. You can only change what you might do in the future.”

      She set a tray in front of him, moving the paper and ink out of the way. Alec took a bite of the stew, enjoying the taste. Mrs. Rubbles was widely known as one of the best cooks in the section.

      “You’re unusual for a man your age, Alec.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Most young men think mostly of themselves. You worry about others. You try to make them happy, thinking that you need to be selfless, but there are times when you need to choose what will bring you the most happiness.”

      Alec took another bite and glanced over at her. “Is this shop all you ever wanted? Is this what made you happy?”

      Mrs. Rubbles smiled. “Not the shop. Mr. Rubbles made me happy. I do this to honor him.”

      Alec looked down at the stew. Mr. Rubbles was someone his father had been unable to save. He had grown sick far too rapidly, and Alec knew how much it pained his father. In hindsight, he wondered whether his father could have done something, had he been willing to use his connection to the university. Would there have been some way to save him?

      “What makes you happy?”

      Alec set his spoon down, staring into the bowl. “There was a time when I would’ve said that working with my father and learning to help and heal others were all I needed to make me happy.”

      “And that’s not the case?”

      Alec could only sigh. “It’s all different now.”

      “Just because you met someone you care about doesn’t mean you need to change. Don’t let a girl, even one as delightful as she seemed, change who you are, Alec Stross.”

      Alec glanced up. “What if she’s not changing who I am, but revealing it to me?”

      Mrs. Rubbles smiled warmly. “Then, my boy, you will have met someone exceedingly rare—and special. The person who can help you find the person you are meant to be.”

      While Mrs. Rubbles puttered about in the kitchen, Alex continued devouring the stew in silence. When he finished his meal, he took the empty bowl to her.

      “I can help clean it up.”

      “Of course, you’re perfectly capable, but I think I see a light in your father’s shop. Why don’t you go tell him about your testing?”

      Alec looked over and saw the faint light flickering through the door. As he left, Mrs. Rubbles called out to him.

      “Alec?”

      He paused, his hand on the door.

      Mrs. Rubbles was rubbing her hands again. Alec would have to say something to his father. “Remember, sometimes finding what makes you happy is not only a single thing but bringing many things together.”

      Alec nodded, not fully understanding, but perhaps that was her intent.

      He left the shop and hurried across the street. He tried the door and found it locked, so he knocked. His father emerged from the back of the shop and gave him a smile as he approached.

      “Well?”

      Alec shrugged. “I don’t know. They asked questions and I answered them as best I could, but I don’t know what they will decide. Maybe they’ll decide that I don’t know enough for them.”

      His father waved him inside. “I doubt they will decide you don’t know enough. If anything, it might be a willful sort of ignorance that keeps them from inviting you. They are nothing if not fixed in their beliefs, and an apothecary coming to them with knowledge that would rival even a junior physicker would challenge their beliefs. They don’t like the idea that someone else can teach what they know.”

      Alec took a seat at the table in the center of the room. Rows of shelves were arranged around him, and the smells here were comforting. “How much time did you spend in the university?” Alec asked.

      “I was there for many years.”

      That wasn’t a very detailed answer, but maybe it was all his father would give him. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “What does it change? I’m not a physicker. I don’t claim to be.”

      “But you spent time at the university. You could be a physicker.”

      His father waved a hand. “A title doesn’t make me the person that I am. I offer help to those who wouldn’t otherwise have it. That is enough for me.”

      Alec swallowed, looking down at his hands. His father was an apothecary and had been a physicker even though he no longer claimed that title. More than that, his father had helped the people of this section and many others, people who wouldn’t have been able to afford the university for healing. Maybe it was enough. Maybe it needed to be enough for him.

      “What kind of questions did they ask?” his father asked him. He took a seat across from Alec and pulled a piece of paper up, readying a pen. Would his father take notes on even this?

      “Most of them were pretty basic. It seemed as if they were trying to ascertain my knowledge of general healing, though a few were more probing, questioning what I knew about medicines and illnesses.”

      “Any particular illness stand out?”

      Alec debated which of the questions he should share with his father. The abdominal pain comment was strange, especially since they tried to make him feel as if he shouldn’t be questioning whether the patient was male or female, but it was the rash that had been the strangest for him.

      “They seemed disturbed when I suggested treating a rash with an oral preparation.”

      His father glanced up, his pen hovering over the page. “Yes. I imagine that did trouble them. Too many think topical treatment is the only effective way to treat rashes, but there are some that require a systemic response. Usually, the oral preparation allows for a more rapid response to the treatment.”

      “I know, Father.”

      His father shook his head, smiling. “Of course, you know. I taught you that long ago.”

      “You gave me an opportunity to prove it to myself. I seem to remember having the same question, and you challenged me to document the differences between when I attempted a topical versus an oral preparation.”

      “That’s the only way to properly demonstrate the treatment efficacy, Alec.”

      He grinned. “I know.”

      His father nodded. “Of course, you do.” He looked down at the page. “What else did they ask you?”

      “About abdominal pain. They were interested in the types of abdominal pain that I was not capable of treating. I shared that there was one patient we saw where we presumed it was spontaneous bleeding that caused the illness.”

      His father’s eyes tensed slightly. It was subtle, but Alec had been around his father long enough to recognize distress when he saw it. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? You wouldn’t have that look if it were nothing. Why shouldn’t I have shared that story?”

      His father set the pen down and looked up, meeting Alec’s gaze. “They already look down on me as an apothecary, Alec. A story like that will make them view my abilities as less than theirs.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “Not to me. There are others that it will matter to. And if you are going to go to the university and study, I don’t want them applying that bias to you.”

      “I told them that you are not a surgeon and that there wouldn’t have been any reason for you to be able to fully assess whether there was a spontaneous bleed.”

      “If you are selected, you might be given the opportunity to train in surgery. Is that something you think you would want?”

      Alec hadn’t given it much thought. He looked around the shop, thinking of the knowledge of medicines that he had acquired over his years. Everything he was able to do came down to different treatments his father had taught him. “Did you learn surgery when you went to the university?”

      “That was never my talent, but you might find that you have a talent with it.” He looked back down to his page and began making a few notes. When he was done, he glanced up. “What will you do if you’re selected?”

      It was the question that Alec had for himself. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re worried about her?”

      It didn’t surprise Alec that his father immediately understood. “I worry about not understanding what I could be.”

      “There are many ways you could benefit her while studying at the university. There’s access there that you wouldn’t have otherwise.”

      “But we won’t be able to understand our abilities if I go.”

      “You can still study and work with her during your free time.”

      “Free time?”

      His father chuckled. “Admittedly, there will not be much. I remember my first days there, and how little time I had for anything other than studying. You really do have to throw yourself into it, but you have an advantage that I didn’t.”

      “What advantage is that?”

      “You already know more than most who enter. For you, it will be mostly about honing that knowledge, trying to fine-tune what you already know, not trying to grasp the basics. I suspect you won’t be nearly as overwhelmed as I felt when I first went.” His father met his gaze again. “Promise me that you will at least consider it, if offered.”

      “I will consider it.”

      His father pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “I am not convinced that you will.”

      Alec held his gaze for a moment before looking down. He wasn’t convinced that he would, either. If he went to the university, it would change things between him and Sam. It was strange that he felt the way he did about it, especially since he hadn’t known her for all that long, but he wanted to have time with her, and were he honest with himself, he enjoyed the time they shared together, practicing and honing the abilities that they possessed.

      Yet, for all of that, a part of him knew he would miss out on something more if he didn’t try to go to the university.

      “I’m not even sure they will offer me admission.”

      His father watched him with a deep frown. “They would be fools not to.”
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      A drizzling rain assaulted the city, forcing Sam to leave the hood of her cloak pulled up over her head. She ducked beneath the low overhang for some brief protection, scanning the street as she did. This part of the city was better cared for than Caster, but then the Lostin section was home to the market and more centrally located. The people coming through here would be much wealthier than in other sections.

      That wasn’t the reason that she’d come.

      Again, it was about Marin. She would give Sam more answers—if only Sam could keep up with her. She’d trailed her through most of the outer sections to Lostin, but Sam was determined to do it.

      “Are we just going to stand here?”

      Sam glanced over to Alec. He had finally returned, though he hadn’t explained much about what he’d been doing. She decided not to push, thinking that it probably didn’t matter, not enough that she wanted to risk angering him.

      “You were the one who wanted to come,” she said.

      “I said that I wanted to see the selection of leaves that were available,” Alec said. “Not that I wanted to get lost in the crowd. Besides, you wanted to speak with a few merchants.”

      She shrugged, standing on her toes to look for Marin. “Maybe not today.”

      “Why?”

      “I think I see someone…”

      Alec followed the direction of her gaze. “Is that why we’re here?”

      She shrugged. “I thought I could get some answers.” And right now, she wanted to know what would bring Marin to the market. What could she be after here?

      They made their way through the crowd, meandering almost aimlessly as they trailed Marin. The central market was a place where everyone was welcomed, even those from Caster. In this section, it wasn’t uncommon to find people from all over the city, highborns and lowborns all together, though they often shopped in separate parts of the market. On most days, the market was busy with thousands of people making their way through, buying and selling or doing what Sam did and simply watching.

      One day of the month was different.

      Balan Day, a time of feasting throughout the city in celebration of the festival god, brought out twice the crowd and twice the energy. Barges tied along the canals, adding to the chaos, but they expanded the trading, giving people more stations to search for goods.

      What was Marin thinking coming to the market on a Balan Day? Even Sam knew better than to do that, but to catch up with Marin, she had no choice. Maybe if she had augmentations, it wouldn’t be quite so bad, but seeing as she had nothing but her canal staff, which she didn’t dare reveal in front of this many people, she felt unprotected.

      “I don’t know how you intend to keep up with her. There are just too many people here. There’s a reason my father never had me come visit the market on Balan Day. It’s too easy to get lost in the crowd, or worse—have your pockets picked.”

      She turned to him with a smile. “I might have been the one picking your pocket. I think you’re safe enough with me today.”

      “Great. Just what I wanted to hear. The thief responsible for stealing from me is now my friend.”

      “Not just your friend. Your Kaver.”

      “Even better.”

      She smiled. As much as he resisted it, she thought he was thankful for their connection. They had each other, which was something neither of them had before they met. Then again, Alec had his father, much like she had Tray.

      How much had Alec’s relationship with his father changed since she’d come into Alec’s life? Had it changed nearly as much as hers with Tray? Even though she didn’t want it to, it was hard not to think that it had changed, and probably not for the better.

      “I just want to see what she’s doing. Can we follow her a little longer?”

      “Should I keep my hand on my pocket?”

      “Only if you don’t want me to steal from you.”

      They passed a cluster of men dressed in the gray university clothing, the crest embroidered on their chests. Some of them had their heads shaved, and the jackets were of different lengths. Was that important for some reason?

      She didn’t know enough about the university, other than the fact that Alec wanted to go there, though he saw himself as too old now to be able to do so. And maybe he was. Sam didn’t know anything about what the university asked of their students.

      “You could follow them while I go after Marin…”

      Alec looked at them with his eyes wide. Something was going on, but he hadn’t explained it. She should ask, and push him to share, but would he? Maybe there was something that he was trying to keep from her.

      No. They didn’t have any secrets, at least not like that.

      She lost sight of Marin in the crowd.

      Standing on her toes, she looked around, but couldn’t see her.

      She peered around the crowd. For a moment, she considered trailing the physickers but changed her mind. There would be no good that would come out of following them, especially if any of them recognized her from when she had gone with Alec. They had been hidden, but all knew the physickers were some of the brightest minds in the city, so she wouldn’t put it past them to recognize that she was the same person who had come through. Besides, she didn’t want to upset Alec any more than was necessary.

      Another group passed them. They were better dressed in robes of a rich color, mostly in maroons and deep blues, and the cloth was much thicker. Several were embroidered with delicate stitching along the sleeves and collar. They were either merchants—and wealthy ones at that—or they were from the palace. It was often difficult to know, though she doubted anyone from the palace would ever come to the market, especially on a day like this.

      A flicker of nearby movement caught her eye.

      Marin.

      Near Marin came a flash of crimson and blue, colors Sam had seen only a few times in her life, and once from much closer than she had intended.

      Royalty.

      They rarely—if ever—were out on a Balan Day.

      “Why would they have come to the market?” she said. And why would Marin be so close to them?

      Could she be searching for answers about why the highborns had brought the easar paper to the city? It had to mean there were other Kavers and Scribes, didn’t it?

      Alec pressed up against her. In the crowd, there was really nowhere else for him to go. “They come for the same reason we do,” he said.

      She glanced over at him, shaking her head. “They don’t come for the same reason we do. With the money they have…”

      It was the kind of wealth she couldn’t even imagine. Stranded as she was in the Caster section, she couldn’t imagine ever getting to the point where she didn’t have to worry about money or thieving or finding food, or even about having to rely on someone like Bastan.

      Marin slipped forward, as if trailing after the royals.

      This was where she should turn back, but curiosity got the best of her.

      It was stupid, but she didn’t care. She had helped the princess, and still had been locked up for her troubles. Had the princess only known what she’d done—or had bothered to seek answers about who saved her life—she would’ve thanked Sam, rather than sending her to prison, but that would have required the royals to have some sense of decency. When had highborns ever had decency? More than that, the royals had abandoned the outer sections to men like Bastan, practically ignoring the fact that they were there.

      The flash of crimson and blue faded into the crowd, and Sam struggled to keep up to keep the royals in view.

      That wasn’t quite accurate. It wasn’t so much that the colors faded from view, but that the people around the royals were pushed back, creating a wall of bodies that made it difficult for Sam to see. She could either remain in the crowd, or she could try a different method.

      There weren’t the same rooftops that she preferred in other parts of the city, and even if there were, she wasn’t sure she could’ve reached them and remained unnoticed. All she wanted was a way to see over the crowd.

      She wouldn’t be so disappointed with the giant augmentation now. If she had that, if she were taller, she could simply stare over the heads of everyone around her. Who cared if it exposed her to the other people in the city? From what she’d seen, the Thelns hadn’t returned—and she wasn’t certain they even would.

      Sam took the two halves of her canal staff and screwed them together. Combined, the two parts were taller than she was, and she could use it to push up and hopefully peer over the crowd. Maybe if she had an additional section to add to it, she would be more able to see, but that would only draw attention. Lessons from living in Caster taught her to never draw attention to herself. Most of the time, that was doable, but sometimes… sometimes she had to do what was needed to accomplish certain tasks. This was one of them.

      Using the staff, she was able to hold herself up long enough to get a sense of the direction the royals went. It was enough to at least know where they were headed.

      “What are you doing?” Alec asked, grabbing at her cloak.

      Sam looked down at him. “What I’m doing is trying to get a better view. Marin is up there—”

      “And others. I saw them, too, Sam.”

      “What does it matter? Nobody here knows me.”

      She turned her attention back to the royals. They followed the outer edge of the canal, and Marin seemed to stay behind them. Were there trouble, she suspected their guards would usher them away on one of the barges, using the canals to escape. She imagined they even had a barge prepared for a rapid escape. Then again, why would the royal family have to fear for their safety in the city? The Anders were beloved, at least in the central sections. Out in her section, they had a much different view of the Anders.

      Sam peered over the crowd again, wondering if they really did have a barge ready to escape. With the royal family, it was possible they had all of the barges at their disposal. Sam could imagine them taking whatever they wanted, offering the barge master enough coin to buy the barge—and everything on it. Having that much money… It seemed impossible to even think about.

      She forced herself into an opening in the crowd, dragging Alec with her. He followed but did so reluctantly. She practically had to force him along.

      “Sorry,” she muttered to those around her, hurrying on and ignoring the hard glares sent her way. She disappeared into the crowd before anyone had a chance to say anything more to her. When she popped back up, she once again noticed the distinct colors of the royal family.

      They had moved away from the edge of the market, toward the middle section.

      Where was Marin?

      Gone.

      That annoyed her.

      Sam continued to search for any sign of her but didn’t come up with anything.

      Turning her attention back to the royals, she tried to understand why they would be here. The center of the market was a place where trade was thicker, but there were other activities that took place there, too, games and performances and all sorts of things that she imagined the royals could have simply brought to their section rather than exposing themselves to the general population. Why would they need to come to the market for their entertainment?

      “Why are you still following them? All you’ll do is draw the attention of the guard, and I thought, after what you just went through, you wouldn’t want to do that.”

      “All I want to do is see why they have come to the market.” At least, now that she had lost track of Marin.

      “And I told you, they come for the same reason we do.”

      Sam shook her head. “They don’t come for the same reason we do. They have the means to bring the market to them, so for them to come here and risk the market and the crowds, there has to be something they can’t bring to the palace. After the stupid highborns brought the Thelns to the city—”

      “You should be careful saying that too loud.”

      “It’s true.”

      Alec chewed on the inside of his lip. “Fine. You’re making sense. Don’t let that get to your head.”

      Sam grinned. “I’m glad you’re finally admitting that I speak sense. All this time, you’ve been the smart one.”

      “You’re smart, Sam.”

      “I’m lucky. Most of the time. And that’s enough.”

      It had to be enough, because it was all she had. Well, it was all she’d had until she had discovered that she was a Kaver. She didn’t have the size of her brother or the brains Alec possessed, but she was quick and sneaky, and she had been lucky. For the most part.

      “I didn’t realize it was Feel Bad for Sam Day. I thought it was Balan Day.”

      She brought her staff around and caught him on the shoulder with a light tap.

      Maybe it wasn’t quite as light as she had thought. Alec winced and covered his shoulder with his hand.

      “Fine,” she said quickly, feeling bad about hurting him. “I can do the things you believe of me. Now I want you to believe there is some reason the royals came to the market and we should look into it.”

      It was a mystery. Sam was intrigued.

      “Because you want to draw more attention to yourself?”

      “You’re the one who made me a giant.”

      “There’s no such thing as giants,” Alec said.

      “Other than me.”

      A man passing by in the crowd looked down at her and flashed a wide smile.

      Sam shook her head and motioned to Alec. “Come on. We need to keep moving if we’re going to find out what they’re doing here.”

      “Let me just say again that I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “You could augment me…”

      “And what would that do? Give people more reason to notice us? I think maybe you’re better off just popping your head over the crowd every so often.”

      “I thought you said that was too noticeable.”

      “It’s not nearly as noticeable as someone growing twice as tall.”

      “You don’t have to make me a giant.”

      Alec grinned and shrugged at the same time. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      Sam threatened to smack him with the staff again. “I might take the ink and augment you the next time. See what I do.”

      “You can’t. You’re not a Scribe.”

      “See? I’m dependent on others,” Sam said as she started into the crowd, pushing past an older couple that made their way toward a booth selling smoked meats. The scent from the booth caught her nostrils and almost carried her forward. If Alec weren’t with her, she would’ve gone to the booth and snatched a few strips of meat. The seller wouldn’t even have noticed it missing. He had enough. Most of these merchants had more than enough. It was the reason she only took from the wealthy ones, though most of them were wealthy.

      “I think we’re just wasting time,” Alec said.

      She glanced over at him. “What do we have other than time?”

      She had time. Finding Marin had failed, so it might be better for her to simply bide her time and wander. She popped up again on her canal staff and looked out, noticing the royal party slowing.

      They hadn’t made it to the center of the market. In the inner part of the market, there were some food stands: fruits, vegetables, and sweets. All were more expensive than anything Sam could afford. Even though she wasn’t deprived—Bastan and those who worked for him made certain that she was never hungry—there were times when she wished she had money to buy her own food.

      As they approached, Sam popped up a few more times, each time noting that the royal party hadn’t moved it all. Whatever their destination, it seemed as if they had stopped.

      “What do you think it is?” Sam asked.

      “I’ve already told you, I haven’t come to the market all that often. And never on Balan Day. There was never any reason to do so. Those were better days to stay in the shop and organize the stores and figure out what supplies we needed.”

      “You didn’t want to get out and see all the sights and sounds and all the people?”

      “I think you mistake me for someone else. I don’t like crowds. I’d rather stay in the shop and—”

      “Sort your supplies,” Sam finished.

      Alec shrugged. “There is nothing wrong with that. There’s nothing wrong with spending time in the apothecary shop, healing, and…”

      Sam frowned. There was something Alec wasn’t telling her. She’d have to ask him later. When he stopped talking she turned to face him. “What is it?”

      Alec’s eyes widened. He pointed over her shoulder, and she turned to see what he was pointing at.

      The crowd parted, and those who were nearest the royal party moved away, giving them space. There was only one reason for that: the royal party was coming toward them.

      “We should get away from here before they reach us,” Alec said.

      “Away from them? Getting close to them might be the best thing about us coming to this stupid market. Maybe the princess can tell me what happened and why she was poisoned.” Ralun’s attack had been personal. She was certain of that.

      “Careful, Sam.”

      She watched the parting crowd and noticed the increasing flashes of color, the crimson and blue, the colors of the Anders.

      Alec pulled her away as the first soldiers appeared. Sam stared at them, noting their swords and buckles and the shiny glint of moisture along their helmets. Why hadn’t they been able to prevent the Thelns from attacking? Why had it taken a lowborn girl and an apothecary’s son to protect the princess?

      “Have you ever been this close to them?” she whispered to Alec.

      The soldiers passed right by them. There were over a dozen, all heavily armed and all dressed in the royal uniform. Likely, they would be deadly swordsmen, and likely willing to lay down their lives to protect whichever of the Anders family was in the center of their procession.

      “Only with you,” he answered.

      She glanced over, flashing a smile that he didn’t return. Instead, a troubled expression covered his brow, clouding his face. Alec didn’t hide it nearly as well as he thought he did.

      As the procession passed, Sam planted her staff and pushed up, wanting to see if she could catch another glimpse as they went by. It probably wasn’t the king. There would be no reason for him to come to the market. The queen might have, though Sam heard rumors that the queen rarely left the palace. For that matter, few of the royal family actually left the palace these days, which made the appearance all the stranger.

      There was Prince Jalen, but he was unlikely to come to the market. She couldn’t imagine the prince making the trek all the way out here, and if he did, what would he be after? Did he search for fruits and vegetables that could be found in the palace at any time, or did he come for the same reason as Sam, thinking to enjoy the crowd?

      The other possibility was Princess Lyasanna, but why would she risk herself again? She’d already been poisoned once before.

      “Stand back from the princess,” someone said, pushing their way through.

      Sam fell backward off her staff, almost falling on top of Alec.

      “What are you doing?” Alec demanded.

      “Clearly, I was trying to see who was there.”

      Alec just shook his head. “I think you’ve accomplished that. Now, can we go?”

      Sam watched the procession as it disappeared, the crowd again forming behind it. “We can go. Besides, we’ll have to move quickly if we want to keep in front of them.”

      “In front… Sam! You can’t want to get that close.”

      “I don’t want to get too close. I want to follow the princess to see where she’s going.”

      “Back to the palace, I imagine.”

      “And what if she’s not? Aren’t you the slightest bit curious? Especially after everything that we did to help her?” When he didn’t say anything, she patted him on the shoulder. “I promise we won’t get too close.”

      “I think this is a terrible idea.”

      “Probably,” Sam agreed. “At least you can augment me if we get into trouble.”

      Alec clutched his leather satchel to his side. Inside were the remaining pages of easar paper. They still had a small vial of their blood ink. Attempting to use it here would draw attention, but she trusted Alec could do it quickly if necessary. That was the reason they practiced, wasn’t it?

      “I don’t like it,” Alec said. There was something hiding behind his eyes, but she still couldn’t see what it was.

      “Will you do it for me?”

      He met her eyes and sighed before finally nodding.
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      As they followed the princess, they had to circle around to the bridge in order to get a better view. Alec had grown increasingly somber the farther they went. He didn’t want to be here—at least not following the princess—but now that Marin had disappeared, Sam couldn’t shake her desire to know more about the princess.

      Maybe she could learn answers from her that she wouldn’t from Marin.

      Her questions for the princess were not the same ones she had for Marin. Did the princess know anything about her poisoning? Did she know who was responsible? Could that be why she was here? To find out? Or maybe she already knew and was out here planning her revenge. Maybe she was gathering information about the Thelns. Maybe she was trying to find more easar paper.

      There were many things that the princess might’ve been doing. None of it made a whole lot of sense to Sam, but then she wasn’t one of the royal family. She had never had someone use a magical book to try to assassinate her. Gods, for that matter, she’d never even heard of a magical book until recently.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Sam said as they trailed the princess.

      “You still haven’t told me why you wanted to follow Marin.”

      “I wanted to come because…” Did she need to tell him of her concern about finding enough easar paper to continue practicing? Was there something else she could share? Did he need to know about the attack at the tavern?

      If she couldn’t tell him what she was doing, how could they have an effective Kaver and Scribe connection? How could they ever be anything else?

      She flushed at the thought. Maybe anything else was beyond what they could be. Alec was highborn—or at least, nearly so. She was lowborn. The lowest of lows. Caster was one of the poorest sections of the city, and there would be no reason for Alec to be with her, not when he had so many other opportunities.

      “Bastan asked me to do a job,” she said.

      Alec frowned, and he flicked his gaze straight ahead before glancing over at Sam. “What kind of job?”

      “The same kind that he’s always offered,” she said.

      “You’re still stealing for him?”

      Was it irritation or disappointment in his voice? “You’re still working with your father.”

      “Not as much as I did. Not as much as—” Alec shook his head. “Maybe it doesn’t matter.”

      He fell silent, and Sam decided not to push. She thought she knew Alec well, but there was no reason for her to irritate him any more than he already was. She sensed disappointment from him, and she didn’t want to be the reason for that disappointment.

      They made their way into a highborn section, crossing a bridge without any opposition. Sam was surprised by that, but figured it was because of Alec’s presence. Not only his dress—the cut of his cloak was much nicer than most worn within Caster—but his mannerisms declared him as something more than a lowborn. Merchants weren’t restricted the same as lowborns, even if he had rarely left his section of the city.

      Sam cast Alec a sideways glance as they were waved through. She didn’t need him to help her get across the bridge. She had her staff and wasn’t afraid to use it to jump the canals, but it was easier crossing by the bridge and not worrying about who might’ve seen her crossing—or the possibility of falling into the canal and getting bitten by one of the canal eels. They were real, regardless of what others wanted to tell her.

      “We’re getting too close,” Alec said.

      “Too close? We can barely see them.”

      The procession remained in the distance, too far to see them in their entirety, but close enough that she could at least see the backs of the soldiers. As she and Alec crossed over the bridge, moving into a much wealthier part of the city with enormous buildings rising above them, the crowds thinned out making it much less difficult to follow the royal procession. She didn’t even need to rise up on her staff. Were she on her own, she might’ve climbed onto the rooftops and used them to follow. That might’ve been easier than trying to keep after them in the streets.

      “I can see them just fine,” Alec said, “but we’re getting too close. I don’t like this.”

      Sam glanced over at him. In this section, the towering homes were similar to the one Sam had broken into when she’d stolen the paper. It was wealthy, but it wasn’t the kind of area she’d expect the princess to visit.

      The smells in the air changed, losing the scents of the market, those of sweets and meats and the crowd of bodies, and taking on a more perfumed odor. She detected notes of flowers, and it wasn’t until they passed a small elevated garden that she understood why. There were dozens of different-colored flowers in the garden, all with petals of different sizes and shapes. A garden like that would have been vandalized in Caster, but in the section—whichever one this was—it was left alone.

      “You don’t have to come with me,” she said. The change in his expression and the hurt on his face came immediately. “I want you to come with me, but I don’t want you to think you have to, especially if you think it’s a bad idea.”

      “I don’t want you to do it, either,” he said. “Isn’t part of being your Scribe keeping you safe?”

      “I don’t know. I kept myself safe my entire life. Tray, too. I can do this.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      She tapped her canal staff, looking away from him. “I didn’t need your help getting into the section, either.”

      “Sam—”

      “I just want to see what she’s up to. She was poisoned, Alec. By some strange assassin who shouldn’t even be in the city, and because the Thelns had chased the paper to the city. She has to know more about it and I want to know the answers.” Especially if Marin wasn’t going to share with her. She made a point of keeping her voice low as she said it, not knowing who might be listening. Here, there might not be anyone listening, not as it would be in Caster, but she didn’t want to take that for granted.

      “I know what happened. I was there.”

      “You were there, but you don’t seem as interested as I am in understanding what happened, or why she was poisoned, or what any of this means!”

      “The Thelns poisoned her. That’s all we need to know.”

      Sam didn’t know enough about Thelns to know whether that answer made sense. Were they only after power, or was there something more to it than that? She didn’t know, and that troubled her. If only she could force Marin to give her answers.

      And now, between seeing the princess out in the city and almost finding Marin, she didn’t know if there was anything more that she needed to be worried about. Had the Thelns even been defeated? Ralun hadn’t been. She had stopped him, but he had disappeared following the attack. If he returned, she wanted to be able to defend herself.

      She didn’t even know if she should be risking herself on one of Bastan’s jobs. She liked the idea of no longer being tied to Bastan, of being able to walk away if she so chose, but would that be a waste of her abilities? It seemed as though there should be something more to them, it seemed as though there should be something more for her.

      Maybe that was the source of Alec’s frustration. He was disappointed in her.

      She had to be honest with herself. If she didn’t have him, she wouldn’t be able to work with her augmentations, and would likely never learn what it meant to be a Kaver. And he was her Scribe. They were a team, whether or not they wanted to be—though Sam definitely wanted to have that connection to Alec. She didn’t want to disappoint Alec. She didn’t want to do anything that would upset him and drive him away from her.

      “You’re right,” she said with a sigh, slowing. “Maybe we shouldn’t risk ourselves like this. Besides, I need to find Tray and see what he’s been up to.”

      “You know how to find him?”

      Sam shrugged. “He’s going to be in Caster somewhere. Marin wouldn’t send him to the other sections. He’d stand out.”

      “I can come with you,” Alec said.

      Sam grinned. “I think I can manage finding my brother. I think I will head back to Caster.” She waited, thinking he would come with her, anyway. They could continue to practice their augmentations, something they hadn’t spent nearly enough time on lately.

      But Alec surprised her. “I… I think I need to go and see my father. I’m sure I can work with him and having some normalcy wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      Sam forced a smile. “You do that.”

      “I’ll meet up with you later?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you need help getting back?”

      Her expression soured. “I can get around without being caught. Besides, I can move faster than you.” She tapped her canal staff on the ground. Alec might not have difficulty crossing bridges, but there were shortcuts through the city if you knew how to navigate, and Sam knew how to cross the canals in a way that was much faster.

      Alec nodded and started off. She stood, waiting, watching as he headed across the bridge and toward the Arrend section before she lost sight of him. When he had been gone long enough, she turned her attention back toward where the royal procession had gone.

      She still wanted to see the princess.

      Sam reached a section of wall that she could climb up and scaled it before using her staff to vault on top of the roof where should could move more quickly. If she went too slowly, she risked the princess getting ahead of her and disappearing altogether.

      Up ahead, she noted a flash of the crimson and blue. She was able to keep up with them while maintaining a steady pace, not risking a misstep that could result in her falling off the roof.

      Sam couldn’t tell where they were going. This was a section of the city that she didn’t know very well. In many of the outer sections, she could anticipate where someone might be heading, but here she had no sense of what was in the area. She rarely risked spending any time in sections like this. It wasn’t that there was nothing worth stealing here—at least, nothing that she’d been asked to—it was just too risky being here.

      The procession turned and headed toward a bridge that led to yet another.

      Sam paused, crouching on the rooftop. That was strange. If they were to head north, they would’ve headed toward the palace, but traveling as they did, moving west and taking the bridge, would take them away from the palace to another section.

      An outer section.

      More than ever, there was something about this that intrigued her.

      She slid down her staff, back to the cobbled street, and made her way toward the canal, following the princess. The canal was not quite as wide as some that she’d had to jump across when she was trying to reach the university, but it was wide enough that she worried about her ability to jump it safely. She had a longer staff now, and it should make an easier job of it, but her memories of landing in the canal, and the sensation of creatures wriggling against her skin—canal eels, regardless of what anyone else told her, with their sharp teeth threatening to tear through her flesh—came to mind, and she let out a frustrated sigh, watching the procession as it crossed the bridge and disappeared.

      Maybe she should do as she had told Alec she would and find Tray. There had been a time when finding Tray would have been as simple as tracking down Marin or going to Bastan and asking where he had gone. Now, Tray was off on his own and working for Marin without her. It wasn’t that it bothered her—at least, not that she wanted to admit—but it worried her.

      She had been the one keeping him safe—and alive—for the entirety of his years. Now that she knew about his heritage, whatever it meant for him, didn’t she owe it to him to keep him alive longer? Shouldn’t she help him understand what it meant for him to be descended from Thelns? Not that she understood it herself yet. Why wouldn’t Marin tell him?

      Sam started back toward the Caster section. When she had crossed a few canals, easily jumping them, she was still deep in highborn sections when she noticed a familiar figure. There was no mistaking his enormous frame, or the way he walked, leaning forward as if trying to fight through the wind as he hurried along the streets.

      She frowned. What was Tray doing this far into the city?
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      Sam struggled with how long it had been since she’d last seen Tray. It troubled her that she didn’t see him nearly as often as she once had, when they had worked together on each and every job. Then, Tray had been her protection, though she liked to claim that she protected him. She wasn’t sure how much she ever did protect him, especially given that he’d still managed to get caught and thrown into prison despite her best efforts.

      Now, he worked for Marin.

      That had been the agreement. Now that Sam knew his heritage, and now that she understood the risk of the Thelns, she understood that having Marin protecting Tray was perhaps better than having Sam keep an eye on him.

      She trailed him along the edge of the canal, moving from building to building as she did, staying hidden. There was no point in drawing attention to herself, not yet, not until she had a sense of what he was doing and where he was going.

      Where would Tray be going in this section of the city at this time of day?

      Could it be an assignment from Marin?

      Regardless of what Marin said, Sam still felt as if the woman used her brother. Yet, Tray didn’t seem to mind. He allowed her to use him.

      Then again, was Bastan any different? He used Sam in much the same way Marin used Tray. Marin was even more open about it, and had always paid him well, never trying to scam her brother—at least as far as she knew. Bastan… Bastan was different. It wasn’t that he tried to scam her, at least as far as Sam could tell. It was just that he felt there was more to the relationship than Sam did. He felt she owed him something.

      Tray reached one of the bridges that crossed into the Farnum section. At least this was a section Sam recognized. It was primarily made up of merchants, not quite highborns, though still much wealthier than anyone in Caster. Why would Tray come here, especially alone?

      She should probably catch up to him. She missed working with her brother, sneaking around the city with him. She missed the bond they shared. It felt as if they’d grown apart ever since he was released from prison. It was almost as if the connection she once had with Tray was now with Alec, though their connection came from their shared powers.

      At the next bridge, Tray hurriedly crossed over, though he did pause and hazard a glance down the street. It almost seemed as if he was trying to sneak on his own, though that didn’t seem like something he would do. He had always been smart enough to realize that wasn’t his strength. He disappeared behind some buildings on the other side, and she swore under her breath before hurrying after him.

      She slipped her staff into the water until she felt it touch bottom, then leaped across. She cleared the canal and pulled her dripping staff from the water, tapping it on the ground in a single motion to dislodge the mud, then unscrewed the ends as she hurried along the street, trying to stay somewhat concealed in the shadows.

      What foolish game was he playing at?

      When she reached the place where he had disappeared, there was no sign of him. It wasn’t like Tray to simply vanish. He wasn’t skilled enough at sneaking around, so it seemed unlikely that he would be able to escape notice altogether.

      She moved along the streets but saw no sign of her brother. Every so often, she paused, looking to see where he might’ve snuck off to, but there was no sign.

      She wasn’t going to find him this way.

      Maybe she’d be more successful from the rooftops.

      The roofs of this section were sloped, and they would make footing more treacherous. Sam searched for a building that would be easier to climb and scaled it, clinging to ivy that grew along the side of the building. When she reached the rooftop, she threw herself flat and lay there for long moments, catching her breath.

      When she no longer felt as if she might slide down, she started forward. Every so often, she would stand and look around, searching the streets. As she went, she looked for movement. That was often the easiest thing to see. It was something Bastan had taught her, and the reason he advised that she not make any rapid—or sudden—movements.

      A flash of movement below caught her attention, someone entering the alley ahead of her.

      The figure was much too big to be anyone else. It had to be Tray.

      If only Alec were here, she would have been able to ask him to augment her. Maybe she’d ask him to give her better hearing, or something else that might allow her to sneak along the rooftop more easily to see what her brother was doing. Alec would probably think of something clever for her to try; he usually had better ideas than she did when it came to finding different augmentations for them to practice. She preferred simpler enhancements: strength, speed, agility. They were useful, but there might be ways to use other augmentations, as well, such as when he’d made her a giant.

      She continued carefully along the rooftop until she got close enough that she could hear voices.

      “Why did you risk coming here?”

      “You said to send notice if anything was off.”

      That was Tray. Though his voice had changed over the years—especially the last year—she recognized the manner in which he spoke. There was a distinct sort of cadence to it that was nothing like Sam’s and her preference for rushed speech, and not like Bastan’s or any of the others’ Tray had grown up around.

      “I said to send notice.”

      “There was no safe way to send word, so I brought it myself.”

      “There are ways of moving safely—and discreetly. You have chosen to come openly and in the daylight. Did you not consider what this means for what we’ve asked of you?”

      “I considered the request that was made of me.”

      There was a hint of defiance in his tone. Had Sam not been worried about what her brother was doing here, she would have allowed herself a flash of pride. Tray so rarely did anything to stand up for himself. That had always been difficult for him, and the reason that she had been forced to protect him. Someone had to keep him from getting into trouble. With his size, he was the kind of person that attracted trouble—and would only do so more as he got older. She had little trouble thinking of ways Bastan would use him and didn’t want him to end up like the men in the tavern.

      “Fine. What is it that brings you all the way here, Trayson?”

      Any doubt she had that it was her brother down there evaporated when the other person used his name. And his full name, at that. Even Sam used his nickname, rather than the full name, though partly that was because she hated it when others called her by her full name. It wasn’t so much that she minded the name Samara; it was that it was so… feminine. She preferred the anonymity of Sam.

      “There was a visitor recently.”

      “You have been advised to watch for visitors and to share what they are after.”

      “This wasn’t the kind of visitor I was asked to watch.”

      “No? And what kind was it?”

      “A friend of my sister’s. A healer named Alec.”

      Kyza! What had Alec been doing?

      “Why would a healer visit Marin?”

      “He said there was something he wanted to learn about to help keep my sister safe.”

      “Marin said to do whatever you could to keep Sam out of danger.” The voice had drifted closer.

      She was careful not to move, not wanting to shift and risk slipping from the roof and falling. She could easily imagine how badly she would be hurt if she were to fall from this height.

      “I did not think he posed any danger to her.”

      “So what did he want?”

      “I don’t know. Probably had something to do with the business that happened a few months ago.”

      “When you were in prison.”

      “Yes.”

      “And were released, I seem to recall.”

      “That was Marin. She used her connections to get me free.”

      “I’ve still wondered why—and how—Marin has the connections to get you free from prison. The Anders rarely free anyone once they’re captives.”

      “I hadn’t done anything, Davin.”

      “You were in the wrong section of the city. You carried weapons you should not have possessed.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      Sam swallowed. She hadn’t talked to Tray much about his capture. He hadn’t done anything. His capture had been entirely her fault. Had she not been working for Marin, trying to break into the damn highborn house, he wouldn’t have been captured.

      “I know that you didn’t, or else we wouldn’t have agreed to work with you. Is that all? A healer breaking into Marin’s home? I admit that’s odd, but considering the relationship your sister has with Marin, it’s not entirely unsurprising.”

      “I thought it interesting that he came in the middle of the night.”

      There was silence for a moment. “What did you say to him?”

      “I let him search for what he wanted. I thought that if there was anything he might find, you would be interested in knowing what it was.”

      Sam could practically imagine a smile on the man’s face. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing. He skimmed through dozens of books, always choosing older ones and those with strange titles. I don’t read all that well, so I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      Another pause. “Can you show me which books he looked through?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Why only possibly?”

      “It was dark, and I couldn’t get too close or he would have known that something was amiss. And he took several of the volumes with him.”

      She didn’t know that. What was Alec doing taking books from Marin? And what was he doing not telling her?

      But then, she had resisted telling him about the job Bastan had given her.

      It wasn’t that she was afraid to share with him, it was more that she didn’t want him to look at her in a different way. She liked the fact that Alec knew her not as a thief, but as a Kaver. There was a part of her that only wanted to be that Kaver, that person who had abilities, and who didn’t depend on thieving to make her way. For a brief period of time, she was able to believe that she was that person.

      “You did well in bringing this to me, Trayson.”

      “You’ll continue leaving her alone, then?”

      Shuffling from down the street caught her attention, and Sam craned her head, looking, but didn’t see anyone. As she did, she started to slip.

      She regained her purchase by gripping with her feet and was able to prevent herself from sliding down the roof.

      Kyza. She really needed to be more careful up here. This might not be a dangerous section of the city, but it was still dangerous enough. And without her augmentations, anything could put her in danger.

      “Don’t worry, Trayson. I have no reason to go after your sister.”

      They said something else, but she didn’t make it out. The two figures separated, and Tray went back out into the street, heading in the direction he’d come from.

      Sam watched him, debating whether to follow him—or to follow Davin—before finally settling on going after her brother. She needed to know what he’d gotten himself into.
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      Tray took a roundabout way back into Caster.

      Sam tracked him, staying far enough back that he wouldn’t notice she followed, but close enough that she could see which direction he was starting to take. It was helpful that she knew the streets around her as well as she did—and had been the one to teach Tray, so she knew which places he was likely to go, and where his path would likely take him.

      As he reached a bridge leading back to Caster, she jumped the canal, not worrying about being seen, at least not here. There were places where the buildings were dense enough that she could get across unnoticed—unless someone in one of the buildings happened to be looking out over the canals.

      As she soared over the water, she felt like she was flying, the sense of freedom that jumping always gave her. She didn’t have to rely on the bridges to move about. She didn’t have to worry about whether guards would allow her access. All she had to worry about was whether she could clear the water. And eels. There was always a fear of eels.

      When she appeared in the street again, she found Tray’s trail easily.

      It wasn’t as hard to do as it once had been. Had Tray remembered anything that she’d taught him, he would have realized that she followed, but he didn’t seem to notice, or if he did, he didn’t seem to care. It had been a while since she’d spoken to him.

      Where was he going?

      She had thought that he only knew the ways through Caster that she’d shown him, but he veered off into a side alley, one that she didn’t know very well. It was near the edge of the section where the canals were narrow, and barges rarely came.

      Tray disappeared.

      Sam climbed onto the roof of one of the nearby buildings. It was a low, flat roof, so she didn’t have to move with as much caution as she would have on some of the higher buildings, or like the last one she’d been on.

      From here, she surveyed the alley, looking for where Tray might have gone.

      She didn’t see him.

      Kyza! Had he managed to slip away from her? She prided herself on her ability to follow others, and particularly her brother. He shouldn’t have been able to elude her—she had been the one to teach him!

      Boots scuffed the ground, and she shimmied to the other side of the roof.

      There. She saw his hair, tufts of it pressed above her line of sight, just high enough for her to make out.

      How had he gotten around her?

      As she peered over the edge, she realized that he was in a narrow courtyard, one that had only one way in or out. She could jump down to Tray, but she wondered if she would be able to get back up again.

      There had to be some way through there, otherwise, he wouldn’t have managed to get here, but she couldn’t see it from her vantage.

      What was Tray doing?

      He must be meeting with someone, but who? Who would require such privacy… and secrecy?

      “Tray.”

      Sam tensed, recognizing the voice. Why would Marin meet Tray here?

      “Were you followed?”

      The question was remarkably similar to what Davin had asked. Sam thought Davin might be working with Marin, but now began to wonder. If he was, why would Tray meet with each of them separately? Marin could have joined him when he was meeting with Davin.

      And how had Marin known to meet with him? Had it been prearranged or was there a mark of some sort? That might explain why Tray had been wandering the way he had.

      “Not followed, Marin. I’ve learned what you’ve taught me about moving carefully.”

      “You have learned. That’s part of why I continue to work with you. Why did you want to meet? You know that it’s a difficult time for me, especially with what we’re trying to accomplish.”

      “That’s why I wanted to meet,” Tray said.

      Sam expected him to share that Alec had broken into her home. How would Marin react to that news? Would she be angry that Alec had? Sam didn’t know how she felt about it. Alec shouldn’t have gone and shouldn’t have risked himself by entering Marin’s home, but then, she had done the same once before. And likely, he was trying to do something that would protect her.

      “I met with Davin,” Tray said.

      “You told him about Alec going to my home?”

      Marin already knew. That shouldn’t surprise her—not when it came to Marin. Maybe she’d been home when Alec went there, or maybe Tray had already shared the information with her.

      “I did. Not everything. I left it vague like you suggested. I told him that I can’t read.”

      Marin laughed. “As if I would let you remain ignorant like that,” she said.

      Sam remembered Tray saying that to Davin but hadn’t thought much about it. Had she paid more attention, she would have realized he wasn’t being entirely truthful with Davin, but why would that be? What was he trying to keep from Davin?

      “You did well. We need you to have access. They can’t know that you’re still meeting with me like this. If they discover us, it will prevent us from gaining what we need, and I begin to think it might be the only way…” She trailed off before Sam could hear more.

      “I don’t know why you need me for this. Why not send Sam? She would be better able to get into this than I would be.”

      “Sam has a tendency to be overly eager, but that is not the reason she isn’t a good fit for this.”

      “She only wants to do what’s right.”

      “I know, Trayson. I know. But your sister—there is much about her that I can’t share with you—or her—just yet. Doing so would place her in danger.”

      “I don’t understand why this has to be so secretive. If all you want is for me to steal something—”

      “That’s isn’t what I want, and even if I did, I doubt it would be anything so simple. What I seek is information. That is more valuable than anything else you might be able to take. They won’t give it to you if they think you’re working with me, but if they think you’re working against me, then they just might open up to you. That is what we need. For this reason, you need to use extreme caution, and we must limit our meetings.”

      “I understand. I just wanted you to know that I met with him. I think things are moving along well now. I suspect they will bring me along sooner than they were going to before.”

      “That’s all very good. Now you should return. Keep a close eye out. Do what you’ve been doing and pretend that you’re watching over my building. If you see anything—”

      “Like Alec breaking in?”

      “He should have attempted that long ago. I’m actually surprised it took him that long to think of it, though I suspect he was only trying to keep your sister safe.”

      “Is he… kind to her?”

      “He would do anything for her, much like you. She is lucky to have you. Sometimes, we have to watch over those who think they don’t need it.”

      “That sounds like something she would say.”

      “Does it? Your sister should not continue to display her new abilities. It would be dangerous to draw too much attention to her.”

      “You’ll watch her when I can’t?”

      “Of course, Trayson.”

      There was a soft thud, and Tray disappeared, likely through a door that was out of view.

      Sam started to back up, but then noticed a blur of movement, and Marin dropped onto the roof next to her. She wore a cloak similar to the one Sam preferred, and her dark hair was braided and tucked under the collar. Eyes that were nearly black considered Sam a moment.

      “You were listening?” Marin asked.

      “I wanted to see what Tray was doing,” she said.

      “And?”

      “And I saw that you’ve asked him to spy for you. Who is Davin?”

      “He’s someone of no importance to you.”

      “If you’re having Tray work with him, then he is of importance. Who is he?”

      “There are things certain types of people in the city can discover that I cannot.”

      Sam’s breath caught. “What types of people?”

      “The dangerous type.”

      Sam glared at Marin. “And what happens if they realize he’s part Theln? Don’t you risk him?”

      “Davin and his kind won’t realize that, but they might hear things that will give me enough of a warning about others who do.”

      There was something more that she’d overheard between Tray and Davin about leaving Sam alone. What did that have to do with anything? “That’s what you’re after? What do you think is too dangerous for me? Does it have to do with your bait?”

      Marin smiled. “You were listening.”

      “Of course I was listening. You’re using Tray. I’m going to listen to everything that you’re saying when it has to do with my brother.”

      “Your brother isn’t the one in danger, Samara.”

      “No. Apparently, that’s me.”

      Marin nodded. “More than you know.”

      “I’ve already proven that I can handle myself well enough.”

      “You’re a capable thief. I wouldn’t take that away from you. But there are things that you won’t understand, not without a proper introduction. And I can see things that you do not.”

      “You think I should trust you because of that? I think that means I should know better than to trust you. You’ve known things about me for a long time and kept them from me.”

      “Because there was little chance that you were going to need to know.”

      She grunted. “Until you sent me after the easar paper. Then I suddenly needed to know that I’m a Kaver. And I drew the attention of the Thelns who had come to the city because of the paper. Who brought the paper here?”

      “Someone who should have known better,” Marin said softly.

      “Why send me after the paper? Did you know about the Thelns?” If she had known about the Thelns, then why would she have asked Sam to risk herself? Why, when she claimed an interest in keeping both Sam and Tray safe?

      “Not at the time.”

      “You didn’t intend for me to be the one attacked?”

      “Without training? Why would I have wanted that?”

      “I don’t know.” Sam hesitated. “Why use Tray? Why not me? Don’t you trust me?” That troubled her, though it shouldn’t. Sam only wanted to make enough money to get out of Caster, not much more than that. Why should she care if Marin used her?

      Marin studied her a moment. “I have asked Tray to do something that poses some risk for him but would have posed an even greater risk to you.”

      “I can sneak better than Tray.”

      “I know you can. That isn’t what I’m referring to.”

      “What then? What would you be after that Tray can get access to and I can’t?”

      “It’s not about getting you into some place. It’s about getting you to safety once you’re there.”

      Sam took a deep breath and looked around, letting her gaze drift around the rooftop. She had thought it a flat top, but it wasn’t—not really. There was a gradual slope so that rainwater would run off rather than collect. A bucket below would catch the rain, and they could use it for other purposes, such as providing water for the tenants in the building.

      “There was an attack on Bastan’s tavern,” Sam said.

      Marin’s demeanor changed. “Were you there?”

      “I was there.” It didn’t pay to lie to Marin. She would likely learn the truth either way.

      “What kind of attack?”

      “I don’t know. Men who wore the crest of the palace.”

      Marin frowned deeply. “The palace wouldn’t send men after Bastan… Ah. He still has the easar paper, doesn’t he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Samara—”

      “I don’t know. When I first took it to him, I thought I’d managed to get most of it back.” She didn’t know what Bastan had done with the rest of the paper. She doubted that he’d sold it and didn’t think he would have trusted leaving it anywhere else, but she hadn’t seen any sign of the paper when she’d searched his office. It had to be somewhere in there, didn’t it?

      “If he still has the paper and is attempting to move it, he places himself in danger,” Marin said. “You need to convince him to remove it from the tavern.”

      “I think all Bastan sees is money.”

      “Bastan is cleverer than you give him credit for. He sees a different truth, but it’s not always the same one you and I see.” Marin watched her, amusement flittering across her dark eyes. “That’s why you went there? You thought you could find it and take it back?”

      “I thought I could find it.”

      “And?”

      “And Bastan has too many places in his office to hide things. I don’t know where he might have kept it, only that I didn’t find it.” And now that he knew she’d been there, he would likely move it and put it somewhere even less accessible, which meant that she and Alec would have to make do with the paper they had remaining.

      How would they practice enough to understand the augmentations?

      How would she become skilled enough to understand what it was she could do with this gift?

      Maybe there wasn’t anything she could do.

      “This is a dangerous game you’re playing, Samara. If you try to delve too deeply into it, you’re likely going to get harmed. I do not want to see you harmed.”

      “I don’t even know what game it is. You’ve been keeping it from me.”

      “Because I have to.”

      “Why?”

      Marin stared at her, and Sam wasn’t sure she would answer. When she did, she shook her head and sighed softly. “Because I made a promise.”

      “And what was that?”

      “That I would do whatever I had to in order to keep certain people safe. The moment you run off toward the palace—or after the Thelns—there will be no way for me to honor that promise.”

      “Why would I need you to keep me safe?”

      “What if it’s not you I’m keeping safe?”

      Sam glared at her. “That’s no answer.”

      “It’s the only one you will get.” Marin started toward the edge of the roof and glanced back over her shoulder. “Leave Trayson alone as he completes the tasks that I’ve asked of him. It will go better for him—and for you—if you would.”

      Then she jumped, leaving Sam standing alone and uncertain.
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      Alec looked at his notes, trying to think through the words he’d written. Even as he did, he felt a flush of shame for not having shared with Sam what he had done. He needed to tell her that he had gone for testing, but he hadn’t been able to find the time. And if he wasn’t accepted, maybe it wouldn’t even matter.

      “Alec?” Sam asked, pacing the small room.

      Alec looked up and forced a smile. “So, we’ve proven that changing the concentrations of blood in the ink makes a difference.” If he focused on the task at hand, it would be easier for him to remain distracted. It was better that way.

      Sam glared at him. “We’ve proven? Pretty much everything we’ve done has been about what I’m able to prove, or at least it seems that way to me.”

      “I’m the one documenting.”

      Sam turned away from him, continuing to pace. “We could try the augmentations on you.”

      Alec smiled at her irritation. She got that way from time to time, and it always amused him. “You made a big deal about saying you didn’t want to use me. That you were the one who had to receive the augmentations.” And Alec had agreed with that assessment. It made more sense for her to be the one augmented, especially since he could then observe and quickly add to or change it should the need arise, like the last time they’d faced the Thelns.

      Then again, the times when he’d tried an augmentation on himself, they had been significantly less effective than when he augmented Sam. He hadn’t told her that he had tried it on himself. Part of his curiosity about the ratio of his blood to hers was to determine whether he could do anything to assist her, if augmented.

      “Fine. It has to be me. You know, you are bigger than I am, so maybe you should start training.”

      “What kind of training do you think I need?”

      Sam shrugged. “It’s not as if you’re all that street savvy. If you were attacked while in Caster, what would you do?”

      “Probably run.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. There are times when running doesn’t work. I think we need to have you work on fighting so you’ll know how to react if attacked.”

      Alec stared at his page of notes. Underneath the notebook lay the easar paper with notes made in his and Sam’s blood, the blood ink that seemed to be the key to the power of the paper. It was their blood ink that had helped the princess, as well as healing Mrs. Rubbles and Sam, even though they didn’t know it at the time. But now that they understood a bit more, maybe that was the best way for him to use this gift. Maybe being a Scribe was his true calling.

      It had been days since his testing at the university, long enough that he should have heard something by now, anything. And the fact that he hadn’t made him sure that he was unlikely to be accepted. Even if he was accepted at this point, Alec wasn’t sure that he wanted to go. How could he, when Sam relied on him as her partner? How would she react if he disappeared?

      “Alec?” Sam said.

      Alec shook himself, turning his attention back to Sam. She deserved that much. No, she deserved even more than that. She deserved all of his attention, but it was difficult to know what he was supposed to do.

      “Am I boring you?” Sam asked.

      Alec forced a smile. “A little. If only you had more talent with these augmentations.”

      She reached toward him, as if to elbow him, and Alec took a step back. If he had timed it right, his augmentation would fade right about… Now.

      She lunged and missed, falling to her knees.

      The increased speed that he had augmented her with faded, failing quickly.

      Alec reached his hand out and helped her stand again.

      “What was that about?”

      “I’ve been trying to track how long the augmentations last, and I think I finally got it right.”

      She reached beneath the table and grabbed one end of her canal staff, smacking him harder than was necessary with it. “I don’t think you’re nearly as amusing as you do.”

      “But this is what we’ve been trying to do,” Alec said. They were making headway, which meant that his time studying with her was proving successful. That was the reason they were here.

      “Help me understand why my falling is amusing to you,” she said.

      “Because it means that we’re beginning to get a handle on timing. If we understand how long the augmentations can last, we can better determine if—and or when—we need to do something else to add to them.”

      “Only with that ratio,” she said.

      Alec nodded. “Only with that ratio, right. I have to believe there is a correlation between the amount of blood we use from each of us and the duration of the augmentation.”

      “And what happens when we don’t have the right ratio?”

      “That’s why we continue to study and test.”

      “Are we going to talk about what happens when we run out of paper?” Sam asked.

      Alec pulled the remaining sheets out from within the leather binding. Each time they practiced, they used a little bit more of the paper. He had taken to writing in a small script, trying to save as much as possible. The more they experimented, the more lines he had, making it difficult when he wanted to read them. It was the reason he made a separate set of notes, documenting on a fine parchment that he had bought from Mrs. Rubbles, allowing him to keep more meticulous notes about the effect and duration of each trial. So far, between the various notes he made, he had nearly one hundred pages.

      “I know it’s not unlimited, but I think we need to practice so that we understand what we can do with our gifts.”

      “I don’t disagree with that, but when we run out, what are we going to do?”

      Alec ran is thumb along the edge of the pages. The ones on which he kept his notes were slightly larger than the easar paper. “I don’t know. I know we’ve been practicing to understand how to use our abilities, but we haven’t seen any more of the Thelns. Maybe there is another way to use our abilities with this paper.”

      She stood and pressed her hands on the tabletop, leaning forward and meeting his gaze with something of defiance. “If you don’t want to be working together, then you just tell me.”

      “That’s not it and you know it. It’s just that I’ve been starting to think about what I’m meant to do.”

      “You are meant to be my Scribe.”

      “Am I? And is that all I’m meant to do?”

      Sam hesitated and took a seat across from him, leaning toward him. He couldn’t meet her gaze, afraid to tell her.

      “Is this about you wanting to continue being an apothecary?”

      “It… it just feels that using my abilities in this way takes away from everything I’ve put into learning about helping others. It feels as if I’m sacrificing that knowledge, and maybe… maybe I’m becoming something other than what I could be.”

      Alec had spent time thinking about what he would say to Sam—and how he would say it. In none of the scenarios had he simply blurted it out like that. At the same time, she needed to understand. If she was meant to be anything more than a Kaver, and he anything more than her Scribe, didn’t they both need to understand their own goals and desires?

      “Alec? What are you trying to say?”

      He had to tell her. This was the source of their discord. There could be no secrets between them. The more time he spent getting to know Sam, the more he felt a desire to have total honesty between them. And with Sam, honesty was incredibly important.

      “I was offered a testing at the university.”

      She arched her brow. “You were offered it? What does that mean?”

      “It means that if I passed, I would be allowed entry to the university to study.”

      Sam frowned at him. “The way you’re saying it sounds like you have already done the test. Have you?”

      Alec flushed. “Yes.”

      “That’s where you’ve been? Is that why you’ve been so strange lately?” He nodded, the flush burning in his cheeks. “And do you know whether you’ve been granted entry?” Her words were clipped, and he knew that meant she was frustrated with him.

      “I don’t know when I will hear. My father seems to think that—”

      “Your father knows?”

      Alec nodded. “He knows. He was the one who arranged the invitation.”

      “I see.”

      Alec took a deep breath. “It’s just that… I feel like I’ve lost my purpose. There was a time when I thought that I knew what I was meant to do, and now I’m not sure.”

      “And now being since you met me.”

      Alec shook his head. “That’s not it at all.”

      “Since you started spending time with a lowborn.”

      “It’s not about lowborn and highborn. It’s about doing what I was meant to do. When I work with a patient and try to understand their problems, it feels right. It feels like what I’ve been placed in the world to do.”

      He hadn’t even put that together for himself, but now that he said it, he knew it was right. He knew that was the reason he struggled.

      Sam sat back and licked her lips. Alec could almost imagine the thoughts racing through her mind, hating the fact that he had upset her in this way. He didn’t want to anger her; all he wanted was for her to understand him. The longer he waited, the more it felt as if he was deceiving her—and deceiving himself.

      “What does this mean for us working together?”

      “It doesn’t mean anything. I still want to.”

      “How can we continue working together when you feel this way?” she asked.

      Alec breathed out. “I still want to be your Scribe, but I also want to understand what else I can be. Sam, think about how we can help others with what we can do. When we helped the princess—”

      “Is this about the princess?”

      “No. This is about being an apothecary.” Or more than that, if he were granted access to the university.

      Alec felt as if he was repeating himself. Did she really not understand him? He thought she would be able to come to terms with what he needed to do, but maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe she only wanted to continue getting her augmentations. But that left him as something other than what he was meant to be.

      “I’ve been searching for more paper,” Sam said, crossing her arms over her chest. “And I think there is something taking place at the university.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t? There was an attack inside Bastan’s tavern. I recognized the sigil on one of the attackers.”

      Alec frowned. “By the sigil, you mean the palace sigil.”

      She nodded. “I think they were after the paper. Highborns were the ones who stole it in the first place. If not for them, maybe we wouldn’t have had any attention from the Thelns. And now it seems the palace is after it, too.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. The palace wouldn’t send people to Bastan’s to try to take the paper.”

      “They know what it can do! They knew enough about what it can do to risk stealing it from the Thelns in the first place.” She hadn’t figured out how they had stolen it, and it was one of the many questions Marin left unanswered.

      Alec sat back, staring at his hands. “I don’t know.”

      “I do. And if you go there, and if they discover what you are—and what you can do—they will use you the same way they want to use any lowborn with any talent.”

      “Sam—”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “I don’t even know if I’m going to be accepted. I don’t know if I would go even if I was. I just wanted you to know how I was feeling.”

      She watched him for a long moment, saying nothing.

      How angry with him was she? And if she was angry, did he have any right to feel angry with her? It seemed as if she didn’t want him to do anything other than work with her, and as if she didn’t want him to be anything other than her Scribe, but was that what he wanted for himself?

      “Let’s get back to practicing,” he suggested, pulling open the book again. If nothing else, he could push those questions to the back of his mind for now, but he wasn’t sure how long he could ignore them, especially if he was to be granted access to the university.
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      The night was quiet, and Alec appreciated the solitude, not feeling as uncomfortable moving through the streets of Caster in the darkness. The more time he spent in this section of the city, the more confident he became that he could make something of his time here.

      But was that what he wanted?

      He paused, looking along the street. The buildings here were dirty, stone crumbled from some of them, and others completely demolished and abandoned. In his section, such things would never have remained. There were no abandoned buildings. Anything that fell was rebuilt, much like his father’s apothecary shop had been, the space too valuable to leave unused.

      It had been a few days since he’d seen Sam. He feared she had taken his possible interest in attending the university as a disinterest in her and what they were to accomplish together. Even, possibly, as a disinterest in her. Nothing could be farther from the truth. He needed to try again. She had become too important to him to allow the possibility of him training at the university to drive a wedge between them.

      He turned a corner, and a pair of men appeared in front of him.

      One of the men grinned at him. Alec took a step back, and very nearly ran into someone else.

      “I’m sorry.” He hurriedly looked around, wanting only to find a way to get free from them, but instead, he found himself surrounded.

      He didn’t recognize any of the men. The only people he knew in the section were Sam and Bastan, and he barely knew Bastan at all.

      “It looks like we found someone with too much coin for his own good,” the nearest man said. He was thin and was missing a few teeth, and from the way his eyes were sunken, Alec wondered if he might not have something else going on with him.

      “I don’t have any coin,” Alec quickly said. It wasn’t a lie. He knew better than to travel through Caster with much money. Sam had made that clear, though she had also made it clear that he should learn to defend himself, something that he had not taken the time to do.

      “No coin? How are you going to buy your way safely through Caster?”

      “I’m not trying to get through Caster,” Alec said. “I’m just trying to get—”

      Someone grabbed his arms, and he was pinned up against one of the nearby buildings.

      The leader of the men, the one doing the talking, flicked a knife from his pocket and held the point beneath Alec’s chin. Alec tried not to swallow. He tried not to move. Anything he might do could escalate the likelihood of his being injured—or worse. He knew better than to fight, especially when outnumbered. If he was injured here, there would be no way for him to find someone capable of healing him.

      “Not trying to get through Caster? What would someone like you be trying to do, then?”

      “I’m…” Alec tried to think of an answer that would satisfy them, but he wasn’t sure what answer might allow him passage. “I’m an apothecary. I’m here to help someone.”

      The man looked at him, his smile widening. “An apothecary?”

      “I am. Someone needs healing.”

      The man laughed darkly. “In Caster, it’s not unusual for someone to need healing.”

      “No. But Bastan called for me—”

      The men holding him quickly released their grip. Alec staggered forward, suddenly freed from them.

      “We didn’t know you were coming for Bastan.”

      Alec should have thrown out his name first, but would that end up causing him trouble? He didn’t really know Bastan, and what he knew of the man told him he could be dangerous, which meant that even invoking his name might cause trouble, but hopefully the man’s connection to Sam would be enough that it would keep Alec somewhat safe.

      “I am, now I need to be on my way, unless you want to delay me even more?”

      The men shook their heads, and with a signal from the lead man, they all hurried off, disappearing down the street.

      Alec breathed out.

      It was one thing knowing that Caster was more dangerous than other sections of the city, but it was quite another to experience it firsthand. As much as he wanted to remain here and study with Sam, maybe it would be better if he returned to his section. If he did, maybe he could convince Sam to continue their testing of augmentations at the apothecary. There were more things to damage there, but he wouldn’t have to worry about his safety simply wandering the streets.

      He hurried on, heading toward the room he shared with Sam. As he approached, he saw a figure waiting near the door. Alec slowed, not wanting to turn back, but suddenly fearful of another attack.

      Could word have gotten to Bastan already?

      But that didn’t look like Bastan. Alec from what he’d heard, Bastan would have others with him, likely as guards. It was unlikely for him to have come by himself.

      “Can I help you?” Alec asked, his gaze drifting to the door. The man seemed to block it, preventing him from entering.

      “Alec Stross?”

      Alec frowned. “That’s me.”

      “Aelus Stross hired me to bring this to you.”

      The man held out a folded piece of paper with a wax sigil on it. Alec took it, frowning to himself. “He did? Why didn’t he come himself?”

      “Probably because of this section. I’m as likely as not to get jumped just for coming here. Not sure it was worth the five coppers he paid me to deliver this to you.” The messenger held out a small scrap of paper for Alec to sign. He scratched his signature across it, and the man folded and stuffed it into his pocket. “What brings you out here, anyway? He said you were his son.”

      Alec nodded. “I have a friend here.”

      The messenger started to grin. “Yeah? I have friends like that, too, but I tend to choose them in nicer sections. If you’ve got enough money, you can find friends like that anywhere.”

      Alec started shaking his head, but it wasn’t worth his time to argue.

      He nodded farewell to the man and headed into the building. When he opened the door to the space they shared, Sam wasn’t there. He took a seat at the table and held the paper in his hands.

      There was no mistaking the sigil, deeply pressed into the wax and embossed on the paper itself. It was a mark of the university. Alec understood why his father wouldn’t have brought the university’s answer himself. He’s well aware of the dangers in Caster. But Alec would have expected a note from him, given the likely content of the missive.

      Unless it was because his father already knew what it said. If that was the case, maybe there was no point in him bothering to open it. But he needed to know.

      Alec slipped his finger under the sigil, pulling it open.

      His gaze skimmed over the words. A mixture of excitement and nausea settled through him.

      He had passed.

      There was a time when he would’ve wanted nothing more than to have passed the university test and to learn what they could teach him so he could become a physicker, but so much had changed for him since then. If he accepted, he felt sure it would drive a wedge between him and Sam.

      He glanced over at the satchel that contained his documentation. Page after page of notes. The satchel also contained the pages of easar paper. There wasn’t much of it left, barely enough to document a few more augmentations. If they didn’t acquire more soon, they would no longer be able to practice.

      Maybe that was part of his decision. He had hoped to use his abilities to help others, maybe to further his healing, but how could he do that without Sam? He had a small supply of her blood in the ink he’d already mixed, but without the paper, it would be of no use.

      Alex set the page down. He had to admit that he did feel excited. It was satisfying to know that he had the knowledge and potential skill to be accepted to the university, but now that he had, he had to make a decision. A part of him wanted to talk to his father, but a greater part wanted to find Sam and apologize, to tell her that he’d made a mistake sharing the information with her the way that he had. He should have planned that conversation better.

      The door to the small room opened and Sam appeared.

      She glanced at him, quickly noting the paper on the table before looking up to meet his eyes. “Is that…”

      Alec nodded.

      “So. Were you accepted?”

      “I was.”

      “What’s the problem then?” She stepped into the room, closing the door.

      “It’s just that now that I’ve been accepted, I’m not exactly sure what I want,” he said.

      Sam took a seat and pulled page toward her, skimming the words. As much as Sam often considered herself nothing more than a lowborn, Alec doubted there were too many in the section who would be able to read what was on that page as quickly as Sam managed. Not only was she strong, she was incredibly smart. They were traits he appreciated about her.

      “This says that you start soon,” Sam said.

      “That’s what it says. If I choose to go.” He already knew what he would choose. He couldn’t stay here. The attack on him made it clear that he didn’t belong in Caster.

      Sam leaned forward, looking up at him through strands of her blonde hair. “Why wouldn’t you accept this? Isn’t it what you wanted? You said you wanted to heal others. You said you wanted to use your knowledge and make a difference.”

      “I did. And I do. With our dwindling supply of paper…”

      Sam waved her hand. “I can always find more paper. In fact, that’s what I’ve been trying to do.” She reached across the table and took his hands in hers, fixing him with an earnest gaze. “I can’t change the person that you are. You’re an apothecary—a healer. I’ve known that from the moment I met you. Because of that ability and the person that you are, I’m alive today. If not for you and your abilities, I would’ve died from the Theln’s poison. You saved me. I can’t—and won’t—try to change that about you. If that means that you go to the university and that we’re separated, that is what must happen.”

      Alec looked down at the page. “I want to understand what we can do, but I also think there are other ways we can use our gifts beyond simply augmenting ourselves. There has to be more to them than that.”

      “You’re probably right. We need to find ways to use them more creatively.”

      There was something about her quick agreement that troubled him. It wasn’t that she was now supportive of him. That was a pleasant surprise, but there had to be something else going on.

      “Why are you suddenly so agreeable?”

      “I thought you would be happy that I’m agreeing with you.”

      “I am. But I can tell there’s something you’re not sharing. Does it have to do with the supply of paper? Does it have to do with the attack on Bastan’s tavern?”

      “I just want you to be happy with whatever you decide. That’s it.” Her gaze drifted to the unfolded piece of paper, the sigil of the university showing.

      Maybe that was it. Maybe she only wanted him to be happy. “I will make a point of finding time to keep working with you,” Alec said. “I don’t know what they will ask of me or how much free time I’ll have, but I will make this work.”

      “I’m happy for you. Really, I am. I should have been happy for you from the beginning. You don’t deserve to have me pouting and acting as I did.

      “You don’t have to apologize for that. I’m just glad that we can work through this so that I don’t lose you.”

      Sam shook her head. “You’re not going to lose me. Ever.”

      Alec wished he could believe that but wondered if it was possible. Now that he had been summoned to the university, and now that he had decided to go, would they be able to maintain their connection?
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      Sam was getting tired of following Marin around the city. Every time she trailed her, she ended up losing the woman, and just once—once—she wanted to catch her and see what more she could figure out.

      It wasn’t so much that she wanted to know what Marin was after, though that was a part of it. It was more that she wanted to better understand why Marin had remained evasive. Every time Sam got close, Marin disappeared, using a combination of her Kaver abilities and stealth, skills that Sam still worked on, to evade her.

      It was growing tiresome.

      Now, Sam trailed Marin, following the canals as they drifted around the perimeter of the city. They went from section to section, each time passing through increasingly difficult places. Some of them were awful, the sections rundown and decrepit, though the same could be said about Caster. Others were merchant sections, and Marin breezed in and out without difficulty.

      It was near dusk, the light making it difficult to see easily, but Sam had experience traveling at this time of day. As Marin jumped from building to building, her cloak shielded her, making it difficult for Sam to follow.

      Marin jumped to a rooftop in the distance.

      Sam kept track of her, watching where she went, but stayed on the street level. She didn’t want Marin to know that she was after her, but the woman always seemed to know where Sam was and what she was up to.

      What was Marin after out here?

      These were sections of the city that were dangerous—the kinds of places Sam would think twice about visiting. She suspected that even Bastan would hesitate to come into some of them. He had control over Caster and had contacts in other places, but there were others like Bastan, and some who were crueler.

      Marin disappeared from the rooftop, and Sam hurried after her.

      She caught up to where Marin should have been, and there was no sign of her.

      Once again, Marin had disappeared into a building.

      Which one? Sam was determined to figure it out, determined to know what Marin was chasing so she could learn what it was Marin was up to. Whatever it was kept her busy.

      Sam still didn’t know anything about this Davin fellow, though she was determined to learn who he was, especially if Tray was working with him.

      The better use of her time would have been to search for easar paper. They needed more than what they had, if they were to continue practicing. Then again, now that Alec had gone to the university, it might be that they didn’t get to practice anymore. Maybe Alec was content with that.

      Sam wasn’t. She enjoyed practicing with Alec, though more than just practicing with Alec, she enjoyed the time with Alec. It was nice having a friend. For so long, she had not had that connection with anyone. There had been Tray, but that wasn’t the same.

      She fought through the crowd making their way along the street. There was enough activity here that she had to be careful. Whipping out her canal staff was a surefire way of drawing attention, and that attention would attract the palace guards. Sam didn’t want to end up in prison again. Being freed the last time had been luck, she was sure of it, or maybe it had been Marin’s influence. Whatever it was, she wasn’t likely to be that lucky again.

      A door opened, and Sam hurried forward, ducking back along the wall of the building. Marin emerged from the door, and then slipped into an alley.

      Sam started forward, and as she did, she felt something grab her arm.

      She spun.

      “Kyza! Bastan, what are you doing?”

      “I would ask you the same thing, Samara. What are you doing in this section?”

      She glanced back toward where Marin had disappeared. “I’m trying to figure out what Marin is up to.”

      “Marin has come here?”

      Sam shrugged. “She’s here, somewhere. I don’t know why she keeps making her way around the periphery of the city, but I’m determined to figure out what she’s after, and then I can see what she has Tray doing.”

      Bastan frowned. “She’s going around the periphery of the city, is she?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know what it means, so don’t ask.”

      “I would not have expected you to know what it means, Samara.”

      Sam turned her attention to him. Marin was gone, and any chance of catching up to her was lost. “What are you doing here?”

      “I have business dealings in many places, Samara.”

      “Even here?” she asked.

      Bastan chuckled. “Places like this are where most of my business takes place. It’s less about items and more about the relationships that we can establish.”

      “What kinds of relationships are you establishing here?”

      Bastan looked around him. “Here? I suppose there are all manner of relationships that could prove important, but in this case, there is an artist I was visiting.”

      Sam frowned. “You and your art, Bastan. How much money do you think you’ve spent on artwork over the years?”

      Bastan chuckled. “Money? Samara, you know me much better than that. And since I have you here, there is another job that you could do for me.”

      “Bastan—”

      He shook his head. “This isn’t a difficult job.”

      “Is it the same kind of job you had me try the last time? Last time, it was simply a trap of Marin’s.”

      His face twisted. “I am well aware of what she did the last time.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Consider it an assignment where you can redeem yourself.”

      “I didn’t realize that I needed to redeem myself.”

      “You haven’t taken many jobs lately.”

      “I don’t owe you, not the way that I did.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean that you can’t still take on assignments. You’re skilled. Your dalliance with that apothecary has gone on long enough, and now it’s time for you to return to your calling.”

      “Dalliance?” Sam crossed her arms and took a step toward him. Bastan, as was typical, only smiled. She didn’t intimidate him, even with her canal staff. Sam wasn’t sure that anyone could intimidate Bastan.

      “What else would you call it? You have spent considerable time with him, and what has come of it?”

      Sam looked away. Bastan wouldn’t understand, not when it came to something like that. “It doesn’t matter,” she said.

      “And why wouldn’t it matter?”

      “Because he’s gone to study at the university.”

      He chuckled. “A physicker? Someone like that would be valuable for us to know.”

      She jabbed him in the chest. “You will not use Alec.”

      “I decide what needs to be done,” Bastan said. “And right now, I think you need to take a greater role in working with me the way that you promised.”

      “I never made a promise.”

      “Fine. I need someone with your nimble fingers and your ability to sneak. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      “It’s nice to hear once in a while.”

      “You know that you’re the best one I have.”

      “Best what?”

      “Thief. I have others who work for me that have some skill, but there’s just something about the way you get in and back out, without anyone being the wiser to you being there, that is unlike anyone else.” When Sam frowned, Bastan laughed again. “That’s a compliment, Samara.”

      “It might be a compliment, but it’s not the kind of compliment a girl likes to receive.”

      “No? Then maybe you should ask your dalliance for those kinds of compliments.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Maybe it should be. Maybe if it was, you wouldn’t be so uptight all the time.”

      She raised her chin, crossing her arms defiantly. “I’m not uptight.” She looked along the street. She knew she’d lost her chance to follow Marin. “What is the job?”

      “Well, you mentioned art, which got me to thinking again.”

      “I thought you said you had an artist here that you had hired.”

      Bastan looked along the street and then shook his head. “That’s different. I wouldn’t have you attempt to steal from her. The gods know that I wouldn’t even attempt to steal from her.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “Because she would threaten to destroy me, and knowing her, she would have some way of doing so.”

      Sam thought that he was joking, but he didn’t laugh, and made no signs that he was joking. “Then what?”

      “Think of it as a test of your abilities.”

      “I don’t think I need a test of my abilities.”

      “Fine. Then think of it as something that I want, which means you’ll get paid. It’s in the Drash section, and—”

      Sam shook her head. “That section is highborn, Bastan. The last time I went into a highborn house, I was attacked and nearly killed.”

      “Blame Marin for that, not me. And this isn’t highborn. The Drash section is merchant, so what I need from you is to find a warehouse along the canal. This would be the Fenrar warehouse, and you can’t miss it. It’s enormous.”

      “What do you want me to find in the warehouse?”

      “There will be enormous shipping crates inside, but I want you to leave them alone. What I do want you to find is a small box that is marked with this symbol.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Sam.

      She unfolded it and saw a series of markings, none of them making a whole lot of sense. “What is it?”

      “It’s something that is of little value to the person who’s holding it, but of much value to me.”

      “Then why don’t you go after it?”

      “I can’t be seen there. If they realized that it was me who broke into the warehouse, there would be consequences.”

      “Consequences for who?”

      Bastan arched a brow.

      “Fine. And when I find this box? What do you want me to do with it?”

      “I thought that was obvious. I want you to bring it to me.”

      Sam stared at the symbol, but it wasn’t anything she’d ever seen before. That wasn’t surprising. There were plenty of markings throughout the city that made little sense, and with someone like Bastan, connected as he was throughout the city, it was possible that he felt much differently about the items in the box than what anyone else would. Bastan had peculiar tastes, not the least being his love for artwork, and often the artwork that appealed to him was odd, nothing that Sam would think had much value.

      “How much is it worth to you?”

      “Samara. I thought we were beyond the need to talk about money.”

      “Beyond the need? How else am I going to buy my way out of Caster?”

      “And why would you ever want to buy your way out of Caster? It is perfectly safe, much safer than some of these sections,” he said, looking around. Sam realized that he had two swords beneath his cloak, something that was unusual even for Bastan. Surprisingly, he didn’t have any guards with them. She would’ve expected him to have somebody trailing, mostly to ensure his safety, but maybe there was more to this artist than what Bastan shared. Maybe it was more about secrecy. Bastan was quite cautious about who he trusted.

      “It might be perfectly safe, but I’m tired of being a lowborn.”

      Bastan shot her a hard look. “Do you really think that such classification matters at all?”

      “It matters when you are lowborn. It matters when you don’t have anything.”

      “You have much more than you realize.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as a brother who cares for you. A place that you can always go that is safe. A… friend… who wants nothing but the best for you.”

      “Which friend is that?”

      Bastan glared at her. “I didn’t think I had to explain myself anymore than that, but perhaps you are denser than I realized.”

      Sam shook her head, laughing. “You know I’m just kidding you, Bastan. But I don’t intend to stay in Caster forever. It might be home to you, but that’s because you run the entire section. I don’t have that same advantage, or tie to anyone here . Eventually I…”

      She what? What did she want for herself? Sam wasn’t even sure that she knew. She wanted to get out of Caster, but from there? What would she do? Where would she go?

      She would buy her way to another section.

      It had happened before. There were plenty of stories of that in the city, people making enough money and moving on, finally moving from lowborn to highborn status. Sam was determined to be one of those people, and all it took was enough money. She was willing to take jobs from Bastan in order to accumulate the wealth needed for her to finally get away. And when she did, she was not going to be a thief anymore. She was finally going to be something else, though at this point, she wasn’t entirely certain what that might be. Maybe a Kaver. Or maybe she would be something else entirely.

      “I will offer you the standard fee for this assignment,” Bastan said.

      “What’s the standard fee? You forget, I’ve been working on your behalf or so long, that I don’t even know what my time and effort is worth.”

      “I will give you the same offer as before.” When Sam started to protest, Bastan raised his hands. “Before you object, realize that is enough to feed you for many months outside of Caster.”

      Sam swallowed. He was right. Inside of Caster, all she had to do was go to Bastan’s tavern, where she was always allowed to eat whatever she needed. Bastan never asked for payment.

      Maybe he was nicer to her than she gave him credit for.

      “Fine. I’ll do this. When do you want it done?”

      “There’s no timeline.”

      “No timeline, but there’s some urgency. There’s always an urgency with you, Bastan.”

      Bastan flashed a smile. “Samara, you know me so well. Yes, I suspect many of the items currently stored there will begin moving out within the week. If you get in and out within the next couple of days, you should be fine. If you wait much longer than that, it might be too late for you to do anything.”

      “And by that, you mean it might be too late for you to acquire whatever it is you’re after.”

      Bastan shrugged. “Is there a difference?”

      Sam chuckled. “I’ll do it. Since I can’t seem to figure out whatever it is Marin is after, I might as well take this job for you.”

      And since Alec was gone, off at the university, what else was Sam going to do? She was a thief, at least until she could buy her way out of Caster. She might have the ability to be a Kaver, but for now, she was nothing more than a thief.
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      The last time Sam had taken a job for Bastan, she had failed him. She was determined not to have the same thing happen this time. But as she crouched on the roof of the building across from the warehouse, she had an uneasy feeling. She worried that, regardless of how prepared she might be, she might still fail.

      Nothing moved. It hadn’t been hard to find the warehouse. Bastan was right in that the warehouse was marked exactly as he’d described, and thankfully, there didn’t seem to be anyone moving in or out. But it was that fact that bothered her. Shouldn’t someone be keeping watching over the warehouse?

      She kept her canal staff strapped to her belt. She didn’t want to draw any additional attention to herself by using it. The staff was easy to spot, at least when assembled, and it might limit her ability to sneak. In the end, she was faster without it this time.

      Besides that, Sam didn’t need the staff in order to be an effective thief.

      Satisfied that no one was going into the building, Sam crawled down from the rooftop, and dropped onto the street. She remained crouched in the shadows, her cloak wrapped around her, and she watched again for movement. Still, she saw no sign of anyone.

      She crept forward and crossed the street, using the darkness of night to remain hidden for as long as she could.

      No one moved.

      It wasn’t as if it was all that dark. The night was calm, and there came the occasional sound of birds overhead, and a few streets away, the sounds of people making their way along the streets, occasionally shouting, drifted to her.

      Here, there was nothing. It was silent.

      She reached the door and checked to see if it was locked. When she saw that it was, she pulled out the lock-pick set Bastan long ago had given her and made quick work of unlocking it. Sam turned the handle and stepped inside. She crouched down, keeping her cloak wrapped around her. She needn’t have bothered.

      On the other side of the door, rows of crates greeted her. There was some light, but it came from a distant source that she couldn’t quite see. Sam locked the door behind her and started making her way along the rows of crates, winding around as she navigated the warehouse.

      The crates were enormous, large enough that as she moved past them, she couldn’t even see over them. She looked around, trying to get up and over the crates, but didn’t think there was an easy way to do so without running the risk of making too much noise. It was possible that there was no one even in the warehouse, especially with what she’d seen from the street, but if there were people here, she would need to move as silently as possible.

      It left her meandering around the crates.

      How had Bastan even known there would be anything in here?

      Could he have come before? She wouldn’t put it past him. It was exactly the sort of thing Bastan would do. She could easily imagine him scoping out the warehouse before finally deciding that he would send her in.

      Unless he had been watching the movement of crates in and out of the warehouse.

      Sam reached the end of one row and hesitated. From here, she needed to be careful, and be certain no one was on the other side of the crates before going around them.

      There was no easy way.

      Sam pulled her canal staff from her belt and assembled the two ends, and then shimmied to the top of it. She wobbled before steadying herself, leaning against the crates nearest her for balance.

      She saw no sign of anything around the corner. She climbed onto the top of the crate and crouched there. Now that she was up here, she had a better vantage of the warehouse. She saw the rows of crates spreading out in front of her. There had to be at least a half-dozen rows.

      What was in them all?

      And who would have such wealth to keep it all here?

      That seemed to be a better question, though it seemed to be one that Bastan didn’t care about. All he wanted was some box, and she was determined to succeed in getting it and taking it to him, unlike the last assignment he’d given her.

      She crawled along the tops of the crates. Being elevated, and thus out of sight, she could flatten herself down on top of the crates if there was any movement below.

      She searched everywhere for a box with the symbol that Bastan had shown her. It wasn’t anywhere along this row, and she scrambled down, making her way to the next row, and then back up, preferring the safety of her elevated position. As she made her way along this row, she still didn’t see anything.

      Then came a flash of light.

      Sam dropped down on the crate.

      She pulled her canal staff to her side, dragging it as quietly as she could. The flash of light had been brief, but she thought it had come from the direction of the entrance and was likely light from outside as someone opened the door.

      She needed to get closer to see if someone had, indeed, come into the warehouse. And if so, find out what they were doing.

      If someone had entered, were they after the same thing she was? She refused to run the risk of someone getting ahead of her and missing out on the opportunity to grab the box for Bastan.

      Kyza, but there weren’t any good options here.

      The most important thing was finding the box. Once she did that, then she could try to sneak out, though if there were other people in the room, getting out wouldn’t necessarily be easy.

      Sam stayed on top of the row of crates and crawled forward.

      She took even greater care to remain silent. When she reached the end of the row, she crawled down, using her staff to lower herself slowly to the ground. When she touched the ground, she cautiously moved forward, deciding that it was better to stay down rather than risk making noise climbing up and down the crates.

      She hurried to the next row, weaving around. Why had they set it up like this? It seemed almost as if it was purposefully designed to form a maze, though maybe there was another way in from a direction she hadn’t yet reached.

      When she turned the corner again, there were no more crates.

      Now, there were rows of tables. On the tables, she saw smaller boxes, and most of them had markings on them, though she didn’t see any with the marking that Bastan had wanted her to find.

      Sam hesitated, listening for sounds of movement, but she didn’t hear anyone behind her. That didn’t mean that whoever had followed her into the warehouse wasn’t here somewhere, it only meant that she didn’t hear them.

      Could they be even quieter than she was?

      She was a skilled thief and had plenty of practice maintaining silence as she walked, having long ago learned to sneak into places where she shouldn’t, but there were others who were equally skilled. She knew that.

      Sam scanned the rows of tables. All she needed was to find the box that Bastan wanted. Nothing more. As she walked, she couldn’t help but feel like there was too much kept in storage here. How much valuable merchandise did the merchant keep stored, and why not distribute it other places?

      She couldn’t think like that. It didn’t matter, not for the job she needed to do. All she needed was to find what Bastan asked of her. She didn’t need to worry about the wealth some people in the city managed to hoard. There wasn’t anything she could do about it, anyway. She was a thief, though, and could take some of it. Maybe even balance things out a little.

      When she passed another row of tables, this one containing strange-looking sculptures, she paused. For a moment, she considered grabbing one, but decided against it. If there was any value to them, Bastan would have asked her to grab them, and since he hadn’t, it meant they weren’t worth stealing. Besides, anything she took, she would have to move somehow. The only way she had of moving things around the city was through Bastan.

      As she continued around the rows of tables, a sound came from someplace behind her. It was near enough that she hesitated, listening to see whether she would get pinched or not. This wouldn’t be a good place for her to get caught, especially since there wouldn’t be any way for her to get word to Bastan about what happened. She trusted that he would come after her if he knew, but if he didn’t?

      It was better to simply not get caught.

      Sam hurried forward. As she passed another row of tables, she saw the symbol she had been instructed to find.

      It was small, and had she not been craning her neck, looking behind her to search for signs of whoever might be following her, she wasn’t sure she would have seen it, but now that she had, she couldn’t take her eyes off of it.

      The box was small, too.

      That was good. Otherwise, she would’ve had to figure out how to carry the crate out of here and find a way of moving it without getting caught.

      Sam grabbed the box and stuffed it under her arm.

      She couldn’t go back the way she’d come. If she did, she would run into whoever was following her. If she went forward, she ran the risk that there wasn’t any other way out.

      That was the risk she had to take.

      Sam hurried forward, clutching the box to her, and continued to weave around the maze of tables and crates. There had to be another way out, didn’t there?

      When she reached the back of the warehouse, she saw that she was trapped. There were no doors.

      She looked back. There was the occasional sound of footsteps, and it came often enough that she knew she was followed.

      There was one thing she could try, but she would have to move quickly—and moving quickly risked making noise.

      She scurried forward, reaching a row of crates, and quickly climbed on top of them. There was a little scraping as her canal staff rushed along the wooden crate, and Sam swore under her breath as it happened, wishing that she could be quieter.

      She threw herself flat on the crate and looked out.

      She would wait.

      Moments passed before she saw any movement.

      At first, she wasn’t sure what she would see. In this section, she expected guards, or at least men like Bastan hired, men who would keep the warehouse secure. It surprised her when she saw men more formally dressed, and they reminded her of those that had attacked Bastan’s tavern.

      She frowned. What was this about?

      Those men had been from the palace. She still didn’t know why they were after Bastan. Could it be because Bastan was after something that they pursued?

      It troubled her.

      She looked over at the box she’d taken. It was sealed tight, and if she broke it open, Bastan would question why she had, and would likely choose not to pay her.

      No. She didn’t want to do that.

      The men wandered through the warehouse, as if they were looking for something. At first, she thought they were looking for her, but maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were looking for this box.

      When they turned away, Sam waited, holding her breath, and then climbed down, and simply trailed behind them as they headed toward the only door to the warehouse and back outside. When she was back out on the street, she saw the men disappearing into the crowd. As much as she wanted to follow, she didn’t think she should. It was better that she return to Bastan, and present him with his prize. Then she could find answers.
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      “Where’s my gold?” Sam asked.

      Bastan looked at the box and said nothing.

      “You said you’d pay in gold coins.” She needed that money to buy her way out of this section. The longer she was here, the more certain of that she was.

      “I did. I don’t intend to stiff you, Samara.”

      Sam glanced around his office and noticed yet another painting. This one was strange, with smears of dark colors, almost a burnt orange, in a shape she didn’t recognize.

      How many paintings could he want? There always seemed to be something new with Bastan, and though she didn’t understand, at least he hadn’t asked her to be the one to find it this time.

      Bastan reached into a drawer at his desk and pulled out a small coin purse. He withdrew three gold coins and stacked them on the table. “You get the third if you can honestly tell me you took nothing else from the warehouse.”

      Sam glared at him. “Why would I have taken anything else?”

      “I will know if you aren’t being honest with me, Samara.”

      “And why would I need to lie to you about this?” she said.

      Bastan grunted. “I suppose you wouldn’t.”

      He ran his hands along the side of the box. Sam had taken time to examine it on the long walk back to Caster. She had made certain that no one was following her as she went, and when she was content that she wasn’t followed, she took a moment to see whether or not she could break into the box, and whether she could determine what was inside that was so valuable to Bastan.

      Unfortunately, she hadn’t been able to figure out a way that would go undetected by Bastan. Whatever it was that he valued inside the box remained a mystery. It was sealed up tight. Not only was it nailed together, but there was some way the wood came together that created a seal, making it almost impossible for her to pry open without destroying it entirely. Until she knew what was inside, she wasn’t willing to risk that.

      Bastan, on the other hand, might.

      “What’s in it?”

      “It is of little matter,” he said.

      “What’s in the rest of the warehouse?” she asked.

      He looked up and chuckled. “That annoys you, doesn’t it? Seeing all of those crates, wondering how much wealth might be present there, and thinking that someone has something more than you?”

      Sam glared at him. “That’s not what I was saying.” She threw herself down in the chair across the table from him, looking at Bastan. Behind him hung a painting with the canals depicted on it. As she’d discovered when she’d snuck into his office a few days before, there was something behind the painting, though she doubted it was the easar paper. Maybe that really was gone. Sold. Had she only known what he hid back there, she would have kept it for herself.

      “That’s always what you’re saying, Samara. You’re always worried about what other people have, and you rarely take the time to be thankful for everything that you have.”

      That wasn’t her reason… at least, not all of it. The highborns thought so little of others that they didn’t even care about the dangers they brought to the city. “And you would think that I have so much?”

      “You have more than you let yourself believe.” Bastan stared at her and then took a deep breath, turning his attention back to the small box. “You did well.”

      “You still didn’t answer. What was in the warehouse?”

      “Most of those crates are empty. I imagine you saw the rows of tables with other items?” He didn’t look up as Sam nodded. “The items on those tables once were in those crates. They are shipping crates, going on to the barges, and used to move goods around the city. They are rented out of that warehouse.”

      “Rented? Why would people rent shipping crates?”

      “The cost of manufacturing shipping crates is not minimal, Samara. Many things cost money, even for merchants who have means.”

      “And that?” she asked, nodding toward the box on the table.

      Bastan traced his fingers around the markings. “That is something that I will work on.” He tore his gaze away and looked up at Sam. “If you are interested, I might have another job for you soon.”

      “What if I don’t want to take another job?”

      “That is your prerogative. You aren’t beholden to me, and you aren’t required to work on my behalf. But then, I seem to recall you telling me that you wanted nothing more than to buy your way into another section.”

      He watched her, and Sam said nothing. When Bastan didn’t say anything more, she got up and left the office. When she entered the tavern area, she waved to Kevin and took a seat at one of the available tables. He had recovered well from the assault. She was thankful for that. Kevin was friendly to her and always made sure that she had enough food.

      “What did he have you do this time, Sam?”

      “Who knows. Whatever he sent me for is hidden inside some strange box.”

      “Another one?”

      “What you mean, another one?”

      “Only that Bastan has been…” Kevin glanced back at the office. “Ah, you know I shouldn’t be saying anything, Sam. If he learns that I’ve been talking to you about things that he doesn’t want shared, he might send me out.”

      “I’m pretty sure that Bastan isn’t sending you anywhere, Kevin.”

      Kevin grinned widely. “Can I get you some food?”

      Her stomach rumbled at the thought of food, and Kevin chuckled.

      “Wait here. Don’t do anything silly and leave before I get a chance to feed you. I can’t have you running off into the night on an empty stomach.”

      Kevin disappeared, and Sam looked around the tavern. Most of the people here were Bastan’s servants, in one way or another. The longer she continued taking his jobs, the more she essentially became one of his servants. And it wasn’t even that Bastan was hard on them, or bad to them. How many had to pay for the food that Bastan provided? Probably very few. As long as they did the jobs that he asked, and as long as they remained loyal to him, Bastan would be loyal back. That was just the way he was.

      When Kevin return, he carried a tray with a bowl of stew and a lump of bread. He smiled at Sam and tapped the table in front of her before heading off and disappearing to speak to some of the other people at other tables. Sam dug into her food, eating quickly. It wasn’t long before she’d devoured it completely, and when she was done, she considered waiting for Kevin to return, maybe asking for a second helping, but decided against it. Instead, she got up and headed out into the night.

      With her stomach full, she felt better than she had in some time.

      Troubled thoughts followed her. They were thoughts that she had managed to avoid when she was working with Alec, but with him now off at the university, those thoughts returned, and they chased her as she wandered the streets of Caster. Bastan had called her out on it, and regardless of what she said, she couldn’t help but feel that she needed to be somewhere else, and do something else, but what? And how?

      It bothered her that she hadn’t seen her brother again. It bothered her more that her brother was doing something on behalf of Marin, and working with someone that Sam didn’t know, which meant that she couldn’t keep an eye on him. It meant that she couldn’t keep him safe.

      More than that, it meant that she was alone.

      Tray had always been there with her and had always been the one to keep her company. Without him, she felt isolated. She hadn’t felt that way quite as much since working with Alec. She still felt responsible for Tray’s capture, but Marin fixed that well enough. And when he got out, he went to working exclusively with Marin. Probably in thanks for helping him get released. Sam admitted she resented Marin for taking her brother from her. But she vowed to learn more about what he was doing for her.

      Without meaning to, she made her way toward Marin’s home. The streets were empty, though she expected nothing less at this time of night. But she chided herself for allowing her thoughts to keep her from being more vigilant, even though she never felt truly in danger here.

      There was movement, and Sam spun.

      Marin appeared out of the darkness behind her.

      “How long have you been following me?” Sam asked.

      “Why must I have been following you? My home has been broken into at least once, so it pays to keep an eye on it, and ensure that no one else is coming to attempt to break in.”

      “I didn’t know that Alec had broken in.”

      “Who said Alec had been the one to break in?”

      “I overheard Tray tell you.”

      “That’s right. You were following us.”

      “And you still haven’t told me who Davin is.”

      Marin shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It doesn’t? I think it does. You’ve been keeping Tray away from me.”

      “Not quite keeping him away.”

      “Then help me understand what he’s up to. What have you been up to?” She hesitated, but she needed Marin to know that she had been following her. It might be the only way she would convince Marin to help her understand what it meant for her to be a Kaver. “I’ve followed you. I’ve seen where you’ve been going. What’s this about? Why won’t you help me learn what it means to be a Kaver? And what happens when the Thelns return? The highborns took paper from them once—how do you know they won’t try it again?”

      “They were lucky the last time,” Marin said softly. “I doubt they will be so lucky again. And as to the second part, you don’t need to worry about the Thelns returning.”

      “I don’t?”

      “They played their hand too openly. Now they put themselves in danger if they appear again.” Marin studied her for a long moment, and it seemed as if she might run off, but she motioned for Sam to follow.

      Sam thought she might lead her into her home, but instead, she guided her into an alley where Marin threw herself up onto a rooftop, jumping much more quickly than Sam could manage. Sam followed, but did so more cautiously. When she reached Marin, the other woman glanced over.

      “You shouldn’t have been following,” Marin said.

      “I want to know what it means to be a Kaver, and you’re the only one who can help with that.” There had to be others, but how would she find them?

      “When you discovered what you are, you became involved in something much more dangerous than you ever realized.”

      “I’m not involved in anything, Marin.”

      “You are a Kaver, Samara. That places you in a greater danger than you had been in before. It’s a greater danger even than you working as a thief. And now that the Thelns have returned to the city, you understand the depths of that danger.”

      Sam sighed. “I’m not able to be a Kaver, not without a Scribe, and not without easar paper.”

      “What happened with your Scribe?”

      “He went to the university.”

      Marin stared at her silently for a moment. “I thought that he trained with his father.”

      “He did. I think he thought he would always continue training with his father, but he was summoned to the university for testing, and he passed.”

      “Of course, he passed.” Marin spoke softly, and she stared out in the night.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that your Scribe is intelligent. I’m not surprised the university would see that.”

      “Yeah, well it means that he and I can’t continue to practice.”

      “I thought you said you had no easar paper.”

      Sam shrugged. “We don’t, not anymore.”

      “That’s for the best. Using that paper only places you in danger. It places your brother in danger.”

      “If the Thelns aren’t here, does it have anything to do with the men I’ve seen throughout the city?”

      Marin frowned. “What men?”

      “Men like you attacked when you baited me.”

      “Have you seen others like that?” Marin asked. She was tense, a posture that Sam had not seen from her before.

      “Maybe once or twice.”

      “You should be careful, Samara. Not everything is what it seems.”

      “Such as you?”

      “I have never hidden myself from you.”

      “You kept your connection to my mother from me. You’ve hidden the truth about Tray from me.”

      “That was because his father cannot know about him.”

      “His father? Not our father?” Sam wasn’t even surprised. How could she be, when Tray was so different from her.

      “You must have known that the two of you were different.”

      “Other than he’s big and I’m small?”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. Tray is part Theln, and that makes him dangerous.”

      Sam glared at Marin. “Tray is not dangerous. I will defend him against anyone who claims that.”

      Marin watched her for a long moment. “I think that you would, wouldn’t you?”

      “He’s my brother. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Even after what you’ve seen of the Thelns?”

      “Tray isn’t like them.”

      Marin rested her canal staff on her lap and looked out into the night. “There are some who view the Thelns in one way, and one way only. They view all of them as violent and dangerous. Who can blame them, considering what we have seen?”

      “Ralun attacked me,” Sam said. “I know what the Thelns can do.”

      “And because of that, those who know of the Thelns would claim that they are nothing but violent. They would see Trayson as one of them, and they would see him as equally prone to violence. When he was captured and thrown into prison, he ran the risk of a certain kind of attention. It was not easy to pry him free.” Marin turned her attention back to Sam. “I would protect your brother from those people.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing?”

      “I’ve been trying to make a few preparations, especially now that the Thelns have decided to move on the city. I thought we were safe.”

      “We were safe. The highborns changed that.”

      “You can blame them, or you can prepare.”

      “I defeated the Thelns once.”

      “Once, and even you have to admit there was more than a bit of luck involved.”

      “Then help me learn. Show me what I need to know.”

      Marin sighed. “I never wanted to train you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Training you only draws the wrong kind of attention.” Marin squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them, she shook her head. “And yet, I can see that if I don’t train you, you will continue to push on your own, won’t you? And if I don’t train you, who will be there for Tray?”

      “No one will be there for Tray if you continue to push him out and away from me and those that I can reach.”

      “I’m doing everything I can to protect him,” Marin said softly. “Even if that means sending him away.”

      “You would send him away?” That hurt, but what hurt even more was the possibility that Tray would leave without letting Sam know. Didn’t she mean something to him? She had nearly ended up in prison just so she could break him free.

      No. She had to believe that Tray wouldn’t do anything without letting Sam know. She had to believe that he might still work with Marin, but he wouldn’t suddenly abandon her. He was her brother, and he cared for her, the same way that she cared for him.

      “I thought that I might be able to minimize his exposure,” Marin said. “I thought I was going to be able to minimize the risk that you posed, especially now that you have revealed yourself. Perhaps it is too late for that.” She looked over to Sam. “If I work with you and train you, even a little, you will listen to what I ask?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On what you intend to ask. I want you to work with me, but I’m not going to follow blindly. I wasn’t willing to follow Bastan blindly, so why would I follow you?”

      “If I work with you, you must agree to remain in the sections of the city that I tell you are safe.”

      Sam stared at her. What sections would Marin believe were safe? Would it somehow keep her from Tray? Would it somehow keep her from Alec?

      “What kind of training are we talking about? Is it similar to the kind that Bastan has given me over the years, trying to teach me to be a better thief? If that’s the kind of training that you’re talking about, I’m not sure it matters enough to me to spend time with you like that.”

      “The kind of training I would share with you would be how to best utilize your Kaver abilities.”

      “How can I best utilize my Kaver abilities if Alec is off at the university?”

      “The things that you have been doing with your Scribe aren’t what it means to be a Kaver. There is much more to it, and there is much more training that you would need in order to understand. You and he have discovered the secret of the connection shared between Kaver and Scribe, something that often takes much longer for the two to recognize, but there is more to you being a Kaver, much like there is much more to your friend being a Scribe.” Marin stood and tapped her staff on the rooftop. “Now. If you intend to train with me, and if you intend to learn from me, you will listen to me, and you will go where I tell you, and you will do as I have asked.”

      Sam swallowed. What else would she do? She could continue thieving for Bastan, but there were limits to how much she wanted to do that. “What does any of this have to do with the men you attacked? What does this have to do with the men who broke into Bastan’s tavern?”

      “You will learn that in time, but for now, know that I fear they have discovered Tray, and until I find a way to ensure his safety, you need to listen. The only reason I’m training you is so that you can protect your brother. Are you willing to do that?”

      Sam looked at Marin. For Tray, what choice did she have?
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      The university felt different. Alec remembered how he had felt when he had been here the first time, and the way the walls around him seemed oppressive, but that had been when he had come with Sam as someone in need of care and had been required to pay for entrance. He had felt nothing but disdain for the way the university required payment from everyone who entered seeking help.

      When he had come following his acceptance, flashing his letter to allow him to cross the bridges to this section of the city, there had been no line of people waiting for healing, though the time of day he was expected to appear likely had much to do with that.

      Was that intentional or not?

      Now he sat in a classroom. It was a simple room that consisted of a dozen chairs in rows, with a table at the front of the room. A slate board hung along the wall, and chalk rested on a table in front of it. Most of the students in the room all appeared wealthy, what Sam would refer to as highborns. From the heavy embroidery on their clothing to the obvious cost of their pens that rested on the tables in front of them, to even the quality of paper, he could tell they came from money.

      There were a few others that appeared more merchant class, more like him. They wore simpler robes, and for the most part, the paper they had was of lower quality. Alec had the advantage in that Mrs. Rubbles had provided him with paper, wanting him to be well stocked and supplied, not wanting him to spend his first day at the university unable to take notes. His father had suggested that would be a significant part of his training.

      After years of a practical approach, where he had been able to work with his father’s customers, coming here and learning this more theoretical approach felt like a step back. But for him to learn what he could from the university, he needed to sit and listen.

      Alec couldn’t miss the fact that all of the other students, wealthy or merchant, were young.

      It was as he had suspected. He was old for admission to the university. He was actually surprised that they had granted him admission considering that he was well beyond the typical age range. Everyone else sat staring straight ahead, with their backs stiff, especially those he thought were from money.

      Would he be able to befriend anyone here? That was part of the process, and his father had said that some of his closest friends while at the university had come from those early days. He had advised Alec to take advantage of his time here, and to build on any relationship that he could, but he wasn’t certain that he could.

      The door swung open and an older woman entered. She was of medium height and dressed in a thick, deep blue robe that appeared made of velvet. Black hair was pulled back into a bun, and she surveyed the class with an appraising eye before leaning on the table.

      “How many of you have experience with making assessments?” Her voice was hard, edged with authority. Her gaze took in the room, darting from one person to the next, practically daring them to answer.

      Alec raised his hand.

      The master physicker turned her attention to him. She arched her brow. “You? And how did you come to have this experience?”

      Alec swallowed before answering. “My father owns an apothecary shop.”

      Someone near him snorted. Alec kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, making a point of ignoring him. What could he say? It was a common response for people in the center sections to feel that way about apothecaries, especially since those people were typically the ones best able to afford university healing. Many of them believed that apothecaries were charlatans, healers who passed out medicines that would do nothing.

      “An apothecary?” the master physicker asked.

      “He taught me what he knows,” Alec said.

      “Tell me, son of an apothecary, how is it that you were granted entry to the university?”

      “I imagine I was tested the same as others.”

      The master physicker stared at him for a moment before her gaze again drifted around the room. It settled on each of the students before returning to Alec. “Yes. You were. It would be good for all of you to remember that. Many of you studied for months for the testing, and some of you barely passed. Some of you studied much longer, possibly years.” She turned once more and looked at Alec. “And then there are some who have a practical knowledge. They may not have studied at all. In here, you are all students. In here, there is no class system. Do not force one. If you do, you will find that it quickly becomes unnecessary. Here, knowledge and skill is most important.” She tapped a pen on the desk. “Now, if there is nothing else, we will begin.”

      Alec kept his gaze focused on the instructor, not wanting to look around. It seemed an odd way to describe a lack of class structure within the university by essentially calling him out. Had she known that he was the son of an apothecary? She wasn’t one of the master physickers who had tested him, but he suspected that she knew who he was. It felt strangely personal the way she called him out.

      Now they all knew that he was the son of an apothecary and likely someone they could easily dismiss.

      Alec knew something as well.

      He knew that others studied hard to reach the university, some spending months or even years preparing for the testing, and likely through book learning. In this, Alec had an advantage. He had spent most of his life training for this, to the point where medicines and healing and diagnosing were all second-nature to him.

      Even in that, he wondered if the call out had been intentional. Had the master intended for them to know?

      Alec tried to maintain his focus on the lecture. It was difficult to do so. She was going on about some basic physiology, so it was easy for his mind to drift. Everything felt off for him. He was out of his comfort area. It would be much better were he to have a chance to see patients and see if there was anything he could do to help them, anything other than sit in the lecture hall and learn theoretical treatment approaches.

      The master physicker watched him, almost as if knowing his thoughts. She continued her talk, and he continued to listen with barely half a mind focused on her, not nearly as much as what he needed.

      There was one way he could force his focus. It was the same way he had always focused.

      Alec pulled out some paper and began taking notes.
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      Alec stood with other students around the cot, studying the still form of the woman lying there. She no longer writhed as she had been. The master physicker had put a few drops of a tincture into her mouth, administering just enough of the liquid so that she stopped moving. Master Eckerd was an older man, who had made a reputation throughout the university as quite an astute physicker. Alec was eager to see how this man would compare to his father.

      They were in the hospital ward. It was an enormous room with smooth walls, and well-lit by a dozen or more lanterns. There were no decorations along the walls, and the marble floor gleamed, appearing as if it had been recently scrubbed and polished.

      The ward consisted of dozens and dozens of beds, all arranged in rows, and most of the patients here were quite sick. If the physickers were able to help them, they truly did have significant skill. Most of these were people that would have come to his father, and he imagined that his father would have been able to help barely more than half of them.

      The smells of the ward were familiar. Despite the overall sterility to the environment, and the appearance of cleanliness, there was the odor of illness, a mixture of rot and vomit, mixed with another stink that he tried not to think about. Overtop of it was a medicinal aroma, and he tried to pick out the various smells, but couldn’t.

      “What do you see?” Master Eckerd asked.

      Abigail stepped forward. She was petite and had a squashed nose, and Alec had not been able to determine which section of the city she came from. Likely one of the inner sections, especially considering that she wore a hint of makeup, adding enough coloring to her features for him to easily make out the effort she had put into it. So far, the promise of no class within the university had been a lie. Those who were from the inner sections remained together, while those of the merchant class had also remained together. Alec had generally been alone.

      “She was suffering from pain. You applied orphum and—”

      Master Eckerd raised his hand, cutting her off. “Yes. I applied orphum so she would stop moving so that we could do an assessment. I was hoping for something not quite so basic.”

      Someone snickered, and Abigail flushed, the color somehow coming through her makeup.

      Alec continued his study of the woman, his training kicking in. She had ruddy features, but that wasn’t what drew his attention. It was the thinning hair. There were discolorations along her nail beds. Otherwise, he saw no evidence of wasting. Typically, with thinning hair and the changes in the nail beds, along with the cracking he noted along her fingers, there would be a generalized wasting. It made him think of Princess Lyasanna.

      Alec stepped forward and lifted the woman’s hand, checking her pulse as his father had long ago taught him. Her pulse was pounding. Not only were her fingers cracking, but the palms of her hands were, as well. There was a hint of redness there. It was different from the discolorations that he’d seen on her nails.

      “Steady pulse. Cracking skin, but only peripherally. No evidence of malnourishment. Thinning hair could be correlated, but I wonder if perhaps it’s hereditary…”

      Alec cut himself off. He hadn’t intended to step forward and speak, but it was almost involuntary when someone came before him like this. His father had long ago taught him to make assessments and had never faulted him when he was wrong. His father viewed misdiagnosis as an opportunity for him to learn and to improve.

      “What’s your name?” Master Eckerd asked.

      Alec fought the urge to step back and hide among the other students. Now that he had brought attention to himself, he doubted he would be able to hide anyway. All he wanted was to learn, quietly, but he’d drawn attention to himself from the very moment he came to the university.

      “Alec Stross.”

      Master Eckerd studied him. “How long have you been at the university?” His gaze drifted from Alec to the other students standing around the bed. All of them were new admissions to the university.

      “A week.”

      Master Eckerd frowned. “A week? Already you’ve given me a better assessment than many who have been here over a year.” Master Eckerd took the woman’s other arm and held it up. “As you have identified, her pulse is pounding, and it’s strange the way her palms crack. I have seen similar symptoms, but this is more than simply dryness.”

      Alec studied the woman’s hand, which he still held, running his fingers along the surface of her skin. There was more to it than simple extreme dryness. He couldn’t help but feel like the combination of symptoms made no sense. He’d never seen such symptoms presented together before, though he didn’t think he could—or should—tell Master Eckerd that. That would likely come across as arrogant, and make it seem like he had more experience than he did. Besides, Alec didn’t want to draw even more attention to the fact that he was an apothecary by training.

      Alec looked up to Master Eckerd. “I don’t recognize the combination of symptoms.”

      Master Eckerd nodded. “I wouldn’t have expected a student to identify it. This is a particular type of poisoning.”

      With the word poisoning, Alec immediately began to think of the Book of Maladies and the Thelns.

      “It’s typically caused by anrastic berries, but it can also be acquired from snake venom. As you identified, her thinning hair is likely a hereditary issue.” Master Eckerd surveyed the students. “Often times, it is the assessment that is most important. Once you know what to look for, our library has enough records for you to find answers, even if you don’t know the complete nature of the question.”

      He reached for the binder at the end of the bed, a record of documentation that contained the person’s presenting illness and began to make a few notes. Without looking up, he said, “That is the lesson for today. It’s not identifying the disorder, though I would’ve been impressed had anyone recognized this. It’s more about realizing that you must hone your observation skills, and when you do, you will be able to find the answers to almost anything that you seek. There are a dozen master librarians who can help you in your search.”

      He placed the binder back into the slot at the end of the bed and led them away.

      Alec remained near the woman, frowning.

      As the students departed, Master Eckerd paused and looked back. “Is there something more you would like to add?”

      Alec looked up. “What’s the treatment?”

      The master physicker took a few steps back toward Alec and faced the woman. “Unfortunately, there is little that can be done to cure this woman. Anrastic berries are almost universally fatal. And if she did come in contact with the guilder snake, only the antivenom would save her. Unfortunately, that is not something anyone keeps on hand.”

      The master physicker turned away and led the students.

      Alec remained by the woman, still frowning. He lifted her arm again and began peering along the length of it. Then he went around the bed, doing the same with her other arm. By the time he reached her feet, he had slid the cloth off of her legs.

      “What are you doing?”

      Alec glanced over and realized that Jen, one of the highborn students who had joined the class and remained behind, was watching him. “If it’s snake venom, I imagine there would be a bite mark.”

      “Unless she was poisoned.”

      Alec nodded. “Unless she was poisoned. But if this was an accidental toxic exposure, there has to be something that can be done.”

      “But what does it matter? You heard Master Eckerd. He said there was no treatment for either anrastic berries or the guilder snake venom.”

      “It matters because he said there might not be anything that can be done here, but…”

      “Who would have antivenom?”

      “Maybe not antivenom, but something else.” His father often knew ways around antivenom. It wouldn’t be the first time they had encountered a bite, and it wouldn’t be the first time his father had to concoct an antivenom to combat the toxin of a strange creature. “I can’t leave someone to suffer if there’s anything that could be done.”

      Alec looked over, noting that Master Eckerd and the other students had stopped at another bed. He wondered what lesson the master physicker would present with that patient. Alec should join them, especially since what he had seen from Master Eckerd told him that there was probably much he could learn from the man; his assessment was similar to the way his father made assessments. He didn’t know anything about anrastic berries, but venom from a snake bite was a painful way to die.

      Jen looked over at him. “Come on. You don’t want to be expelled from the university in your first week, do you?”

      Alec sighed. He didn’t, but he also couldn’t leave somebody here who might be suffering. She could be someone’s mother. Someone’s sister. Didn’t she deserve a chance if there was something he could do?

      Before departing, he glanced at her legs and noted two small marks on the inside of her ankle.

      Puncture wounds.

      If there were puncture wounds, then the symptoms were from venom, and not from the berries.

      He glanced over, but Master Eckerd was still busy talking to the class. Alec tore a strip of cloth from her pants and quickly wound it around her upper thigh. If nothing else, it would slow the spread of the poison, though he wasn’t sure how effective it would be given how sick she already was.

      After pulling her gown back down, he hurried off, joining the others in the class. As he listened, only halfway paying attention, he continued to glance over at the woman. How long did she have? How long until they were done with the bedside teaching? How long would it be before he could hurry off to his father’s shop and see if he could find something that might help? If it took much longer, he would be too late.

      When they moved on to yet another patient, Alec knew he had to slip away.

      He stayed toward the back of the students.

      “There are mushrooms in the steam fields,” Master Eckerd was saying. Alec’s ears perked up. This was something new for him. “They grow along the underside of rocks and can cause this type of illness. It doesn’t happen often. Most of the time, people end up with something almost like hallucinations, a vividness to everything they see, but a certain percentage of people will suffer. The telltale sign is found under the tongue.”

      Master Eckerd moved on and began discussing another example of a rash, and Alec thought it amusing, especially considering the nature of the questions that he had been given for entry to the university. He left his gaze drifting to the woman, and both Jen and Abigail watched him. Would either of them say anything when he attempted to disappear?

      He glanced over at the door leading away from the hospital ward. He could sneak off, but he would have to find a way of doing so without raising too many questions. He didn’t know what would happen if he got caught, but he was certain he couldn’t simply wait, either.

      When they moved on to another patient, Alec took the opportunity to sneak away.

      He reached the door and pushed it open, and he hazarded a quick glance back. Not only did Jen watch him, but it appeared as if Master Eckerd did, too.

      His heart sank, but it was too late. Turning back would force him to answer questions, and that would only delay him. What he wanted—and what the woman needed—was for him to hurry away and reach his father’s shop to see if he could find an antidote for her.

      When he returned, he would find out whether he was already expelled from the university.
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      Alec hurried along the street, moving in the shadows out of habit. Since working with Sam, he had gotten used to trying to stay hidden in the darkness, partly because she seemed to practically fear the light, but he also remained in the shadows because of the attack he had nearly suffered. That stayed with him, making him nervous, though he knew in these sections, he didn’t need to be. Dressed in his university jacket, the gray with the sigil that told anyone who would recognize it where he was from and what rank he had—nothing more than the entry-level student—he didn’t need to worry quite as much. He would be able to move freely.

      He passed over bridges that led between the various sections, staying along the canal. As he crossed, he flashed his university sigil as a marker for him to get beyond the guards between each section. The university was a reasonable distance from Arrend, so by the time he reached the apothecary shop, it was late.

      He wasn’t sure if his father would still be up and the shop open or if he would have to force his way in. He had to remember to ask his father for a key. It wasn’t unusual for his father to remain awake late into the evening, but it was getting fairly late.

      Alec saw a lantern burning inside, and when he tried the door, it was unlocked.

      He pulled the door opened carefully, not wanting to awaken his father if he had accidentally fallen asleep. His father had often fallen asleep while working, and Alec had never wanted to disturb him, knowing that he worked himself hard enough that he needed time to recover. He grabbed the bell hanging over the door before it could ring and draw attention. Alec closed the door just as carefully.

      Once inside, Alec heard soft voices talking, and he paused to listen.

      “Why have we come here?” A man’s voice.

      The voice had a deep timbre, but it wasn’t familiar to him. He moved to the edge of one of the shelves, trying to remain hidden.

      “Because this is where he has been coming,” a woman answered. He was certain her voice was familiar, though he wasn’t sure why.

      “If you revealed yourself, you could simply tell them to continue to study together,” said the man.

      “I’m not sure that I can, especially not now that he’s gone to the university.”

      Alec peeked around the shelf. He realized why he recognized that voice. Marin.

      But why would she be here?

      Had she come to meet with his father? And who was the other person?

      Unless she’d come for the books he’d taken. Alec had given them to his father.

      He couldn’t see the man from where he stood, and tried to move so that he could, but didn’t want Marin to discover that he was there and listening. They had been trying to find answers from her. Sam had been searching for Marin, hoping to learn from her, but couldn’t track her down. Now here she was in his father’s shop.

      “They shouldn’t have managed a pairing. I thought you were preventing her from reaching that,” the man said.

      “Only because it would expose them to danger. It should have been nearly impossible, though I hadn’t expected this.”

      “Yes. I should have remembered him. He left the university years ago.”

      “Is he a Scribe?” Marin asked.

      “I don’t see how that would be possible. If he were a Scribe, he would never have been allowed to leave.”

      Alec remain hidden in a narrow aisle between shelves. From where he was, he thought he could remain unnoticed until they moved to the side of the apothecary shop, but they seemed comfortable waiting at the table, as if expecting his father to come. Where he stood, the shelves contain aromatic leaves, and his mind identified them without intending to. Alec pushed those thoughts away, focusing instead on why Marin was here.

      “When they discover what you did…”

      “They will thank me,” Marin said. “Had I not been involved, they would have been lost long ago.”

      “You should have warned me about the Thelns. I had to make it seem as though I expected them.”

      “Warn you? I didn’t know they were planning to risk entry. They shouldn’t have been able to. Aren’t there protections in place to keep them from gaining access?”

      “Only other Kavers.”

      Marin took a step in Alec’s direction, and he moved back into the shadows. He didn’t understand what they were talking about, but he felt he needed to get to Sam, and let her know what he had overheard.

      There were other Kavers.

      Alec knew that there had to be, especially since Marin was one, but she spoke as if there would be others. If that were the case, they didn’t have to fear the Thelns, though the Thelns had already managed to gain access to the city, and had done considerable damage. If they managed to gain entry again, how much more damage could they do? Would Sam be able to survive it? Would he?

      “He will return. After what happened, he will return. And he blames you.”

      “He blames me now, but when he discovers the truth…”

      The man chuckled. “Do you believe that Ralun can be convinced of the truth?”

      Alec backed away. He recognized that name. It was the name of the Theln who had chased Sam throughout the city. Ralun had escaped, and could it be that Marin knew the reason he had been here? Could she have kept something from them?

      Not from him. From Sam.

      Staying here wasn’t safe. He wasn’t sure why Marin and this man were waiting for his father, though it likely had something to do with the fact that his father had once been at the university. He backed away, not wanting to get caught here.

      And yet, what of the reason that he’d come?

      His gaze drifted along the rows of shelves. Without his father, he wasn’t sure he could even find the proper combination of medicines to help the woman.

      Maybe that wasn’t the way that he could help her.

      His hand slipped into his pocket to the sheet of easar paper that he kept on him at all times. Maybe his way of helping her was what he had told Sam all along. His abilities as a Scribe granted him that capability.

      He sneaked toward the door and grabbed the bell, keeping it from ringing as he slipped out, backing into the street. He made his way into an alley near his father’s shop. His heart raced as he looked toward the doorway, waiting to see if Marin and the man would come out. He still hadn’t gotten a good look at the other person in the shop, but he didn’t dare risk being discovered, not knowing who the man was.

      And the longer he was away from the university, the more difficult it would be for him to return.

      After checking the surrounding area, he sat down in the alley and pulled the easar paper from his pocket. Reaching into his satchel, he removed a vial of the blood ink and a small pen that was designed to use as little space on the paper as possible.

      Still watching the alley for Marin to leave, he started writing out the woman’s symptoms. After that, he added how he would heal her.

      It was the same way that he had helped the princess, the same way he had helped Marin when the wasting had consumed both of them. A twinge of fatigue that he always felt when using the blood ink washed through him. Sam would likely feel that, as well. From what he could tell, both were aware when it was used.

      What must she think, knowing that he had borrowed from her without her knowing?

      When the blood ink was dry, he slid the page back into his folder, stoppered the vial, and stepped toward the mouth of the alley. There he waited, wanting to see Marin when she appeared. He still didn’t know if Sam had found her, though she had been looking for the last few weeks.

      He didn’t need to wait long.

      The distinctive tinkling of the bells drew his attention, and the door to the apothecary shop opened. Marin hurried out into the street, moving back toward the Caster section. The man with her peeled off, going in the opposite direction.

      Did that mean his father had returned? The shop had a back entrance, and maybe that was the way his father had returned, though it would be unusual. Typically, his father came through the front entrance. The fact that the door was unlocked made him think that his father still had been at the shop, only hidden. Maybe he was preparing some concoction for Marin. That might be the only reason she had come.

      As much as Alec wanted to know who this man was, he needed to find out where Marin was going. He trailed quietly through the streets, tracking her as best he could. Had Sam come, she would have managed much better than he.

      He finally caught her near the canal.

      She pulled out her canal staff and screwed the ends together. With a quick jump, she cleared the canal and disappeared into the night.

      Alec could follow but doing so meant that he would be chasing after Marin, and he had enough experience with her to know that she wouldn’t appreciate him doing so. Even if he could catch up to her—something that he wasn’t certain he could—she might attempt some way of throwing him off her tail, or even worse, attacking him.

      It was late, and it was time for him to return to the university. It might be that he was already gone too long, and questions would be asked of him. He had a story in mind, but that depended on his father knowing that he had come. Since Alec had not made his presence in the shop known, he had to hope his father would not be asked about his absence. It was bad enough that most of the university knew he was the son of an apothecary, and bad enough that most felt he had no right to be there, but if he began to mysteriously disappear and do other things that might draw attention to him, he would be viewed with even more derision.

      Alec reached the bridge leading away from Arrend and back toward the university, and suddenly had the feeling that he was followed. He glanced behind him but noticed nothing. The night was dark, and shadows stretched.

      A chill settled on him, and he shivered, rubbing his hands over his arms. He hurried forward, crossing over the bridge. As he reached the other side, he heard a soft splash and turned, but there was nothing. It had to be only his imagination.

      He needed to go and find Sam to tell her about Marin, but he hoped she would understand that he couldn’t, and he had to hope that she wouldn’t be angry that he’d been away for the last week. He would have to go find her soon. She needed to know what he had heard, and he needed her to continue looking for Marin, to see what she might know about Ralun and the Thelns.

      But first, he needed to return to the university and see if his attempt at healing the woman had even been effective.
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      Sam followed Marin across the rooftop. When they reached the nearest canal, Marin paused, screwing the ends of the staff together as she looked at Sam. “Are you ready?”

      “It depends,” Sam said.

      “On what?”

      “On what you show me. What does any of this have to do with keeping Tray safe?” Marin still hadn’t shared anything, other than the instruction that she remain in the outer sections of the city, avoiding crossing over the central canal and into the merchant sections. That effectively meant that she wouldn’t see Alec.

      Marin frowned. “It has everything to do with it. All of it is related, Samara. The Thelns. The Anders. The university. Even you and I.”

      With the mention of the university, Sam’s heart thudded for a moment.

      Marin took a step back, only three paces from the edge of the canal and cast herself out over the canal. As she jumped, Marin stabbed her staff into the basin of the canal, swinging up and over for landing on the other side.

      Sam could only stare. Marin was skilled. She had always known that, but it was something else to see her demonstrate that skill. Sam had talent jumping the canals, and suspected that were she augmented, it would be even less of an issue, but there was an almost acrobatic quality to the way that Marin managed.

      Sam quickly screwed the ends of her staff together and took a few steps back, matching the pace that Marin had. As she did, standing three steps away from the edge of the canal, she hated that she had to take another two steps back. She was too close, and she didn’t dare jump from the same distance Marin had. And Marin was only a few inches taller than she was. It wasn’t enough of a difference for Marin to be that much more successful at generating so much more strength.

      She would typically take even more than five steps, were Marin not here. She raced out, hitting the edge of the canal, and pushed off. As she did, she flipped out, spinning her staff, thrusting into the center of the canal where she could kick herself up and over, though she didn’t think she had any of the same gracefulness Marin managed.

      And it wasn’t even that Sam wasn’t skilled. It was that the way Marin managed to do it was almost supernatural.

      Could she be augmented?

      It would mean she had her Scribe hidden somewhere, and Sam had never seen Marin with anyone who might be considered a Scribe. Maybe Marin was simply that good.

      Sam landed on the other side, a step shallower than Marin, teetering for a moment before catching herself and straightening.

      “Are you ready?” Marin asked as if there were no issue with the fact that she had simply jumped the way that she had.

      “Did you have an augmentation?”

      Marin frowned. “Do you see me with a Scribe?”

      “Then how? How were you able to do that?”

      “Come, Samara.” Marin started off, twisting the ends of her staff as she did, casually sliding them onto a hook around her belt. Sam did the same, feeling less skilled with every passing moment. It was striking how much more competent Marin was than she.

      “Why don’t you want me to go into the central part of the city?” Sam asked.

      Marin shot her a hard look. “I warned you about it. As part of your training, you were to abide by what I asked.”

      “I’m only trying to understand.”

      “You will learn what you need in time.”

      They continued through the outer sections, staying along the periphery of the city.

      When they reached the next canal, heading over to the Charn section, Sam looked over. Marin had paused, and surveyed the canals, her gaze going distant. There was a troubled expression to her face, one that left Sam with a similar sense of unease.

      “Have you spoken to your Scribe since he went to the university?” Marin asked.

      Sam sighed. “We had argued a bit before he left. He’s wanted to be a physicker a long time.”

      Sam still wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She should be pleased for Alec—and she was—but she felt nothing but a strange emptiness that she no longer had the same time with him.

      “And what of you?”

      “Apparently, I’m a Kaver without a Scribe.”

      “I have a hard time believing that you will be without your Scribe for long.”

      “You think I will find another Scribe?”

      Marin shook her head. “That’s not what I implied. Only that your Scribe is not quite so distant as you would believe.”

      “After what I said, I’m not certain.”

      “I’m sure nothing was said that cannot be…”

      “Taken back?” Sam asked.

      Marin shook her head. “No. You can’t take back what you said. You can apologize, and you can make amends. If the person you injured cares for you—and I suspect your Scribe does—then you can return to find forgiveness. And from forgiveness, you can move on.”

      “Is that why you’re here? Do you want me to forgive you?”

      “Have I done something that I need forgiveness for?”

      Marin watched her, as if waiting to see how Sam would answer. When she didn’t say anything, Marin stepped to the edge of the canal and leaped off. Much like the last time, she barely needed to jump and managed to spring high into the air, twisting, before landing on the other side.

      Out of stubbornness, Sam screwed the ends of her staff together and took three steps back, not quite the single step that Marin had, and took a quick run before jumping, clearing the edge of the canal, thrusting with her staff into the ground and the water. She flipped as she did, mimicking Marin. This time, she managed much more effectively than the first time. She was able to soar above the canal before landing on the other side.

      Marin smiled. “Not hopeless. That’s good.”

      She started off, passing between buildings. They were old, the stone weathered and worn. Some spots had cracks, and streaks of rainwater had left the stone gray or black in places. Many of the buildings didn’t have any signs on them, and those that did were difficult to read, long since faded. The streets were narrow, and Marin navigated them as if she knew them. Sam suspected she did, suspecting that the woman knew the city as well as Bastan, maybe even better.

      “It might be good that your Scribe has gone to the university.”

      “Why is that good?”

      “There is information at the university we might need.”

      “We?”

      “We,” Marin said with a nod.

      “Is that what Tray is after?”

      Marin paused. “Tray is after something else. I would rather keep him away from the university if possible.”

      As they neared another canal, the buildings narrowed, not rising nearly as high as they had before. These appeared more like private dwellings, buildings that were structured similar to the one Marin occupied, though likely without the same abundance of rooms.

      “Why? What sort of information is at the university?”

      “The kind that will help us know what sort of danger Tray—and you—might be in.”

      Marin tapped her canal staff on the cobbles and took five steps back before racing forward, flipping out over the canal and landing on the other side.

      Sam cursed herself. Was this how it was going to be? Were they going to chase each other through the streets of the city, basically having Sam search for her, trying to find where Marin would either lead her or provide answers as to what she was after?

      Sam took the same five steps back and raced forward.

      As she reached the edge, as her toes touched the stone ledge of the canal, she knew that she hadn’t time it quite right.

      She jumped, flipping as she did, forcibly jabbing the staff into the ground, and pushing off. She flipped in the air again and came around nearly a complete revolution. She managed to bring the staff back into the water where she vaulted back up and reached the opposite shore.

      When she landed, she leaned forward, catching her breath.

      Marin eyed her for a moment. “Are you augmented?”

      “If I were augmented, do you think I would have needed to do something as stupid as a double flip over the canal?”

      “Good. Now we can see what else you can do.”

      Marin moved more slowly now, and though she broke down her canal staff, she didn’t put it away.

      Sam wondered about that. Marin was normally cautious, not wanting others to know that she was carrying a canal staff. If they were caught, it could be dangerous. The staff might be viewed as a weapon, and not only confiscated, but they could be imprisoned. For Marin to keep hers out, it meant that she was either concerned with what they might find or trying to demonstrate something for Sam.

      Rather than veering toward another canal, Marin turned toward the center of the section. This was a typical merchant section, much like where she first met Alec. Shops lined the street, though they were of slightly higher quality than even what Alec considered home. It wasn’t highborn—not yet.

      “Marin? What are we doing here?”

      “You want to know more about what your brother and your Scribe are getting into.”

      “I do.”

      “That’s why we’re here.”

      Marin pulled her into an alley and assembled her staff, flipping up to the roof. Sam had some difficulty following but managed to land on the edge of the roof. They stood looking out over the street, and Marin said nothing.

      Sam crouched, watching the street for long moments. Every so often, she would glance over at Marin, but the woman would shake her head, warning her to silence. Sam remained quiet, content to observe. There was something Marin wanted her to see, and it had to do with both Alec and Tray.

      Sam lost track of time as she remained still. Eventually, one of the doors along the street opened and three men emerged. They wore dark cloaks and sauntered forward, confidence to their step. They didn’t appear to be merchants, and something about their swaggers made them seem more like soldiers.

      As they passed beneath them, Sam noted each had a mark on his upper chest. She stared, trying to make it out, but from where she stood she could not. That was probably important and might be the reason that Marin had brought her here.

      When they were gone, Sam opened her mouth, ready to say something when Marin shook her head. She nodded toward the building where the men had come from.

      Sam looked and saw movement behind the windows.

      Marin moved forward, clutching her staff tightly. “Now we go.”

      She flipped out over the street, stabbing downward with her staff, pushing off the stone and sliding back down.

      Sam wasn’t willing to do something quite so outrageous with her canal staff. She jumped, not flipping through the air as Marin had done, and when her staff struck the cobbles, she slid down.

      Marin hadn’t waited and reached the door to the building.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “You wanted to understand why I have sent your brother where I have. You wanted to understand why your Scribe was summoned to the university.” Marin nodded to the door. “This is why.”

      Marin kicked open the door to the building and raced inside, disappearing. Sam debated following but feared that doing so would draw her deeper into something she didn’t want to be a part of.

      Then again, wasn’t this exactly what she wanted? Hadn’t she wanted to understand her abilities? Didn’t she want to see what Marin might be able to teach her? She was tired of being lowborn. She was tired of living in Caster.

      Sam stepped inside.

      Marin reappeared, clutching something against her chest.

      “We can go,” Marin said.

      Sam glanced back. “What is this all about?”

      Marin moved her hands back just enough for Sam to see what was inside. Easar paper.

      Sam was sure of it.

      “You need to reacquire all of the missing paper. I don’t care how you get it, only that you do. Bastan cannot keep it. He doesn’t understand what it is, and he does not use it the way that it must be used. I don’t care if you and your Scribe continue to practice”—as Sam started to object, Marin shook her head—”and I know that you have been practicing. Maybe it is necessary. You should understand your abilities. You should understand the way that you can work together. It might be all that you have to keep yourself safe with what is to come.”

      “And what is that?”

      “There is danger in the city for you and Tray, Samara.”

      “If it’s easar paper, then you’re worried about the highborns.”

      Marin watched her. “As long as you remember where you came from, you will do well. As long as you remember who helped Tray when he was imprisoned, you will do well.”

      “You did that.”

      Marin glanced over and watched her. “And as long as we have an adequate supply of paper, we will be safe.”

      “For augmenting?”

      “And other things.”

      Sam would use the easar paper to augment herself, but Alec would have used it to heal others. What did Marin want with it?

      “Do you still have a Scribe?”

      Marin shook her head. “My Scribe was lost long ago.”

      “Then why are you taking the easar paper?”

      “I consider it my prize.”

      “Your prize?”

      Marin nodded. “My prize. It’s payment for the Theln attack.”

      “What does the paper have to do with the Theln attack?”

      Marin shot her a look. “It has much to do with it. Keep an eye on your Scribe. And let me know if he learns of anything that you think I should be aware of.”

      “Such as what?”

      “You are a smart person, Samara. Don’t make me tell you explicitly what you need to do. And stay out of the center sections.” With that, Marin disappeared into the darkness. Sam realized that was her dismissal, and it left her trying to find her way safely back into the Caster section, not drawing attention from whoever Marin had stolen from. Right now, she no longer knew.
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      Marin had been absent every time Sam went to their meeting location last few days. It frustrated her. Then again, it wasn’t only about Marin. It wasn’t only the fact that she had remained absent. Sam knew that her frustration stemmed from not knowing what was going on with Alec, and not knowing whether there was any way for the two of them to continue to understand their abilities together. And going off to the university made sense—she knew that it did—but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

      Kyza, but she hated waiting on people.

      Especially Marin.

      Sam wandered along the canal. Marin had been meeting her near the edge of the water, with the steam fields in the distance, sending smoke up into the air, likely to obscure their practicing. Most of the time, they had been practicing late in the day, often into the night, so that even if someone would see them, they would be able to remain hidden.

      She was tired of waiting.

      Sam started back and made her way toward Marin’s home, deciding to see whether she was there. When she passed, she saw movement inside.

      Sam hesitated and leaned against the stone building opposite her home.

      Movement behind the lit window didn’t look like Marin. Marin was short, compact and petite much like Sam. Whoever was inside the room was larger than Marin and seemed to be making short work of tearing through her home.

      What was that about?

      Had someone discovered what Marin had been doing? Had someone discovered that she had taken the easar paper?

      It didn’t appear to be Tray, though she couldn’t be certain. Marin had Tray working with someone else, and maybe she was training him much the same way that she was now training her. If so, she could actually get behind that.

      The movement behind the window stopped, and Sam shrank back against the wall, wrapping her cloak around her. Whoever had been in Marin’s room was heading out.

      Sam screwed together the ends of her canal staff and prepared for the possibility that she might need it. Since training with Marin, she couldn’t deny the fact that she had improved with her ability to jump over the canals. There had been other parts of the training, but Sam was only beginning to understand how much Marin knew—and depended on her canal staff.

      Why had Marin waited so long to train her? It wasn’t as if she didn’t know that Sam had some skill, and she hadn’t argued when Sam had taken up the canal staff and copied her, so why would she not have worked with her more openly?

      Three men appeared outside the door.

      They were of average size and average build.

      They were well dressed. Even from where she stood and in the fading light of the day, she could tell that the cloaks they wore were better made than most in Caster, and better made than most in any of the outer sections. That meant that they were merchants or highborns.

      If they were highborns, what would they be doing in Caster? Better still, what would they be doing in Marin’s home?

      They started off, moving quickly.

      Knowing that she shouldn’t, Sam trailed the men through the street. Every so often, she would allow herself to drift close enough to see them better, and she noticed a crest on their jackets.

      It was almost enough to make her pause.

      She recognized that crest. It was the same sigil that had been on the men who had attacked Bastan’s tavern.

      The palace.

      Were these the same men? Did they think that Marin and Bastan worked together?

      If she could find out who they were and where they were going, Bastan would reward her. She was getting tired of the small jobs, earning a few gold coins here and there, never making enough for her to ever fully break free of Caster. At that rate, it would take far too long for her to ever buy her way into even a merchant section. But if she brought him word of who had attacked his tavern, she could imagine Bastan paying well for that.

      They made good time, but they didn’t hurry, almost as if they didn’t care if they were caught, or even noticed in Caster.

      Were they that capable that they didn’t fear an attack in one of the outer sections, and when it was nearly night?

      When they crossed over a bridge, they flashed their sigil and were granted quick passage.

      Sam decided to follow. Rather than taking the bridge, she used her canal staff, jumping the canal and landing on the other side.

      She continued to follow, staying near alleys and pausing every so often to orient herself, keeping them always in view. She thought about going to the rooftops, but as they transferred from section to section, she didn’t think she had time to get there.

      They reached an inner section that Sam recognized. It was the same section that Bastan had sent her, and if she trailed along the road to her right, she would reach the warehouse.

      The men turned right.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      She wasn’t supposed to come to these sections. Marin had been clear on that. But Sam wasn’t about to let them get away without learning what they were after.

      Sam kept close to them, but not so close as to draw notice. With the cloak, she figured that she was safe from anyone other than a Kaver like Marin seeing her.

      Sam paused. What if these men were Kavers?

      No. That couldn’t be. Even if there were other Kavers in the city—and if there were, why wouldn’t Marin have shared that, though the presence of easar paper made it likely—why would Kavers attack Marin?

      She was determined to keep after these men.

      When they reached the warehouse, they headed inside.

      There was no hesitation to them.

      Maybe they were merchants, but if they were merchants, what was the reason for their sigil? Why would they have the marking of the palace? Either they were soldiers who had been hired by someone—and from talking with Bastan, something like that wouldn’t be uncommon for soldiers to want to earn extra coin—or they were working on behalf of the palace.

      Sam waited in the darkness.

      As she did, her thoughts turned to Alec as they often did. She was troubled by the fact that she hadn’t seen him in weeks. Ever since going off to the university, he had been absent. All she wanted was to know that he was well… No, that wasn’t all she wanted. She wanted more than that. She wanted to know that he worried about her, and that he thought about her the same way that she thought about him.

      Did he?

      She had been angry with him when he had expressed his interest in going to the university, but she shouldn’t have been. Alec didn’t deserve that from her. He didn’t deserve anger, especially since going to the university was something that he had wanted for a long time. What Alec deserved was for her to be understanding.

      She could make it better between the two of them if she could find easar paper.

      And yet, she thought she needed Bastan to help. He had been the one to take the rest of the pages she had stolen. If only he still had them, she wouldn’t have to try to find more. Maybe he would have some insight about where there might be more, but to convince him to help, she would have to be honest about what it was and why it was important to her. She didn’t even know how to begin.

      Even more reason for her to search, when she found it, she could have that time with Alec. They could work together, and then they could continue their understanding of what it meant to be Kaver and Scribe.

      How long had it been since the men went into the warehouse?

      There wasn’t another way out, so they would have to come this way, but maybe they were in there searching through the crates, searching for items that the merchants intended to move through the city. Maybe there was something more in there that was valuable to Bastan.

      No, if there was something valuable, Bastan would have alerted her. He wasn’t trying to keep things from her. And he would pay more for information about the men who had attacked his tavern than anything else.

      When she went back, maybe she could trade that information for easar paper.

      It wouldn’t be the same as gold that would buy her way out of Caster, but maybe finding the easar paper was even more valuable. It would help her understand her abilities and who she was.

      Long moments passed before the men came back out of the warehouse. One carried something under his arm, and Sam realized it was a small box similar to the one she had grabbed for Bastan.

      Could it be the same type of box?

      Maybe there were others.

      Sam trailed the men as they made their way along the street, moving quickly. Not only could she find more information for Bastan, but maybe she could bring another box to him. That had to be worth gold, as well as information about where to find easar paper.

      The men crossed the bridge and she lost sight of them for a moment.

      Sam jumped the canal, caught up to them, and watched them disappear into one of the inner sections of the city. This one was more than simply a merchant section, and with the nature of the buildings, the quality of the build, and everything about them, they were clearly highborn buildings.

      Memories of the Thelns—and the attack—came back. It was a night like this when she had nearly died, but there were no Thelns in the city. Ralun had left.

      She had to tell herself that, though what if she was wrong? What if there were Thelns in the city? What if they were the reason for Marin’s concern?

      Sam caught up to them but realized she couldn’t move unnoticed here. She crawled up onto a rooftop, planning to get out of sight, and crouched there, waiting. From here, she could watch the street, as caught sight of the men as they disappeared into a building. She sat back, waiting, watching for what might take place.

      It wasn’t long before there was a flicker of movement that streaked into the building.

      Marin.

      It had to be Marin, especially considering the way she used the canal staff.

      Sam thought about jumping down and seeing what the woman was after and what she was doing but decided against it. She would watch. At least this way, Marin wouldn’t know that she was here. If she discovered Sam here, would she keep training her?

      There was a flicker of light in the windows that faded. She heard a scream and considered heading down into the street but thought better of it. After another moment, Marin raced out, a box clutched under her arm. It would be the same box that the men had grabbed.

      What was this about? What was Marin doing?

      And who was she attacking?

      She scrambled down from the rooftop and crept toward the building. She pushed the door open carefully, using the end of her staff so that she could look inside. There was faint light within, and she saw the three men lying motionless on the ground. Who were they? If they were only soldiers, why would Marin have attacked them? Marin was nothing if not careful about drawing attention to herself.

      Sam started to step back when she saw something else in the room.

      She crept forward, peering into the darkness, uncertain whether she saw what she thought she did. Maybe it was nothing more than shadows.

      There was no way to tell, not without stepping inside more fully.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone moving, so she decided to risk looking in the room.

      She used the end of her canal staff to push the door open all the way. This way, she could run, and thought that she could evade capture if someone else was in the room.

      When the door was open, she saw not only the men lying there, but something else, the thing that had caught her attention.

      It was a canal staff.

      She had never seen palace guards with staffs like that.

      There was another possible answer, but Sam didn’t want to think about what that meant. She glanced back along the street, looking in the direction that Marin had disappeared.

      Could these men be Kavers?

      If so, why would Marin have attacked them?
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      Alec fidgeted in his seat. The day had been long, though beneficial, much like the ones that had preceded it. He had pages and pages of copious notes stacked neatly on his desk, more than he had anticipated taking during his early days at the university, especially when he had been warned that he might already have much of the basic knowledge.

      But it wasn’t basic knowledge that he was taking notes on.

      The master physickers had been as knowledgeable as he had come to hope. For the most part, they had different strategies than his father taught, and each seemed to have an alternative, though many of the alternatives required that he have access to healing that not everybody did. Most of them required medicines that were not readily available, even for his father.

      His notes were made in the same tight script that he used when making notes with his father, and the same tight script that he had used while recording the various augmentations attempted with Sam. He used a deep black ink that Mrs. Rubbles had given to him and was thankful for it.

      Alec was exhausted from the days sitting in lecture. Part of that exhaustion was mental, fatigue that came from sitting and listening and taking notes. Though much of the information was at a basic level, he wanted to take advantage of his time here, so he asked questions, probing for a deeper type of understanding.

      He needed to find another way out of the university so that he could discuss with Sam what he’d overheard Marin discussing at the apothecary, but there just hadn’t been an opportunity. There seemed to be an increased presence of guards throughout the university, though that might just be in his mind.

      The instructor indicated the talk was over by abruptly turning and leaving the room. The rest of the students waited until he was gone, and then they stood and mingled, following him out of the classroom. Alec carefully gathered his papers together, sliding them into his satchel, before getting out of his chair.

      On his way out, Jen caught him. “That woman. She survived.”

      Alec glanced over. He had already gone to check on her, and had seen that the cracking of her skin was improving. The easar paper had been effective. “What woman?”

      “The one we were talking to Master Eckerd about. What did you do to help her?”

      Alec shook his head. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Yes, you did.” Alec felt his heart race. Could she have known what he had done? No. That wouldn’t be possible, especially since he had done it near the apothecary and had kept his scrap of paper hidden in his pocket. No one could have known. “I saw you tearing a strip of cloth and binding it around her leg. That would only slow the spread of toxins, not cure her.”

      “If it was a snake bite, I thought it was reasonable to give her a chance to recover.”

      “Except Master Eckerd said that the poison was nearly universally fatal. Despite that, you placed a tourniquet around her leg. That tells me that you intended to try to heal her.” She looked at him, the accusation in her eyes. “So. What did you do?”

      Alec shrugged and tried to shake her off, making his way down the hall, but she followed. He veered off, staying away from the small dorm room that he was granted, the same kind of room that most students were granted. Students that were here for longer were given better quarters, but for now, all Alec had was his single room, nothing more than a closet.

      Jen trailed him, an amused expression on her face. “Why are you so insistent on getting away from me?”

      “I don’t know. Why are you so insistent on following me?”

      “You’re interesting. That’s all I can say. I’m curious what you might’ve done and how that might’ve helped that woman. I suspect her survival is due to what you did.”

      “It’s not because of what I did.”

      “No? It seems to me that you had more influence over her recovery than you want to admit. Look at it from my perspective,” Jen said, hurrying to position herself beside him. “You were observed placing a tourniquet around her leg. The tourniquet would be important for preventing the spread of the toxins in her bloodstream. But it would only delay things. In order to fully prevent it and justify the fact that you had placed the tourniquet, you would need to provide healing of some sort. Now, what did you give her that brought her back?”

      Alec looked over at her and sighed. “It’s like you said. There’s nothing that would have healed her. The master physickers would have known had I tried to sneak back and give her something. I wasn’t willing to make that mistake.”

      She laughed. Her voice had a soft quality to it. “You did something, son of the apothecary, I just don’t know what it was yet.” She leaned forward and poked him in the chest with her finger. “But I will figure you out. You’re a puzzle. And I enjoy a puzzle.”

      Alec wanted to be free of her, and in order to do so, he ducked into a room.

      It was a library.

      He hadn’t spent much time in the university library since coming here. Students were all granted access, and he had been here long enough to expect that he would have the need, especially since Master Eckerd had suggested students could find any information they sought within the library.

      He paused. It was enormous and rose three stories high. Shelves stretched from floor to ceiling with ladders running along them, granting access to the upper reaches. Books were crammed into the shelves. Tables were scattered throughout the center of the library. Students occupied most of them, though there were none he recognized. A few looked up when he entered before returning to their work.

      Alec considered returning to his dorm room, but all he would do there would be sleep. He could organize his notes, but he’d done that each of the last few nights, documenting what he’d seen and categorizing them, so he could more easily retrieve information by topic. He had gone through them enough times that he had memorized what he had documented.

      There wasn’t anything more for him to do, but he didn’t want to encounter Jen again. So, he found a study table and sat down, ignoring the questioning glance of the student sitting at the far end. He pulled out his notes and set them on the table, shuffling the pages to at least provide the appearance that he was studying. Many of the other students in the library had books out, but there were some like him who kept their focus on notes.

      Before he knew it, hours had passed. It was now too late, and he was too tired to consider visiting Sam, even if he could find her. In Caster, he suspected he wouldn’t be able to—at least not easily. She likely would have disappeared long ago doing whatever she was doing on behalf of Bastan. Maybe she was still in search of Marin. Or maybe she’d come searching for him, though he doubted it. Or more likely, she had gone after her brother.

      The door opened behind him, and a trio of master physickers entered. One of them was Master Eckerd, though he didn’t look over and didn’t seem to notice Alec. They hurried through the room, reaching a door along the far wall. One of the masters withdrew a key and unlocked it.

      Without meaning to be, Alec was drawn forward. Curiosity got the best of him. He wanted to know what room within this library of knowledge would require a lock, and why master physickers would gather there at this late hour. What would be so important?

      He stopped himself. It wouldn’t do for him to be caught trailing after master physickers. Doing so would only raise questions, and he needed to avoid detection so that he could continue to learn here. He couldn’t do that if he was caught snooping on the masters.

      He turned his attention back to his notes. He skimmed the pages, his eyes catching on a lecture from earlier in the day. They were discussing various stimulants, ways to increase energy. When that talk had begun, he had perked up. Such knowledge would be useful when working with the blood ink, especially since each time he made any documentation on the easar paper, he felt a wave of weakness through him. If he could counter that in some natural way, he was hopeful that he might be able to increase his strength and stamina when creating augmentations.

      Many of the stimulants he already knew, but he was surprised that there were a few that he had never heard about. It was possible his father knew of them but hadn’t taught him—or he simply didn’t have access to those medicines. Learning of different treatments at least gave them options.

      As he flipped through the pages, he came across the scrap of easar paper with the woman’s symptoms documented on it. There wasn’t much room on the paper, not anymore. Soon, they would run out of it entirely, and then what would they do? How would they be able to practice augmentations? Unless Sam managed to get a supply of paper from someone—and likely Bastan, as he was the only one who still had any paper—they would be limited on what they could do.

      He wanted to return to the hospital ward and wanted to reevaluate the woman. If she had fully recovered, he wanted to see the extent of it. When he’d used easar paper to heal before, the effects had lasted, other than when he’d used it to counter illnesses from the Book of Maladies. He still wanted to have the opportunity to observe someone who had been subjected to the healing, hoping that he could better understand the way the easar paper worked. He needed to test it in more ways than they had, attempting to use it with different techniques.

      The door to the back room opened, and two of the master physickers appeared. Each wore the long gray jackets, markers of the master physicker, hanging beyond their knees. There were other physickers, those referred to as full physickers, who wore jackets that hung to the knee, and then junior physickers whose jackets came to mid-thigh. Students had the shortest jackets of all, barely coming to their waist. Alec tugged on the end of his jacket, wishing it was somewhat longer.

      He tried not to pay too much attention as the two master physickers departed. Neither was Master Eckerd.

      Which meant that he was the last one in the room.

      Would he answer any questions?

      Alec needed to develop some relationships here, and so far, any attempt to develop them with other students had failed him. Maybe he could do better with physickers, and he did have questions for Master Eckerd, wondering whether his treatment of the woman had been discovered.

      Alec gathered up his papers, put them in his satchel, and went to the door. Not sure if the door would be locked, he tentatively reached for the knob. It turned. When he stepped inside, Master Eckerd stood in the center of the room, leaning over a thick book. The room was otherwise empty.

      “I thought you were going to investigate—” Master Eckerd cut off as he glanced over his shoulder and saw Alec standing there. “Students are not allowed in this part of the library.”

      “I’m sorry. I was just looking through the library to see if I could learn more about the stimulants discussed during our lecture today. “

      “Any of the librarians in the main library can help. This area is for master physickers only.”

      Alec’s gaze drifted to the book. There was something about it that seemed almost familiar. “What is in that book?” Alec asked. He tried stepping forward, but Master Eckerd closed it before he had a chance to see.

      “It is nothing.”

      Alec nodded and clutched his satchel to himself. “How is the poisoned woman?”

      Master Eckerd studied him for a moment. There was something in the way that he watched Alec that he couldn’t read. “The poisoned woman is better.”

      “Oh, good. I know that you said the poisoning was often fatal, and that there was nothing that could really be done. I feared that she was already gone.”

      “Have a seat, Mr.…”

      “Stross. Alec Stross.”

      “Yes. That is right. You are the apothecary’s son.”

      “My father is the apothecary.”

      “And he’s taught you?”

      “As much as he could. He thought that I had reached a point where I needed to come to the university to continue my studies.”

      “He seems to have done well with you. There aren’t many who come in here with the level of observation that you demonstrated. I think in time, you will make a skilled physicker. Stick to your studies and pay attention in the lectures, so that you can progress to senior student level more quickly. I wouldn’t be surprised if you reach junior physicker in a few years.”

      Years.

      Hearing it said like that struck Alec in a way that nothing had before. Him being here meant that he had committed to studying at the university, and it meant that he had committed to dedicating a significant amount of time at the university. Apparently, it meant that he would be here for years.

      What did that mean for him and Sam? If his years here meant less time training together, would there ever come a time when they would master the skills needed for him to be her Scribe?

      “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, Mr. Stross, I must return to my studies.”

      Master Eckerd turned toward the book, sitting down in front of it. He flipped open the leather cover, and as he did, Alec swore it looked like the book was written on easar paper.

      He thought about questioning Master Eckerd, but that would only expose that he knew about easar paper.

      Master Eckerd looked up at him one more time, and Alec tore his gaze away, forcing a smile as he turned to leave.
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      The inside of Mrs. Rubbles’ shop was dimly lit. All he needed was ink and more paper. He hadn’t anticipated he would be documenting quite as thoroughly as he had chosen to do, and hadn’t been as prepared as he should have been. Alec’s father had told him there would be extensive notetaking at the university, but he had underestimated the volume of information he would deem relevant.

      There wasn’t anyone else he could think of going to other than Mrs. Rubbles. No one else had the same quality of paper, and no one else would be quite as kind with giving him a supply of inks. And it felt right coming back to her for supplies.

      Alec waited for her to come out from the back, but she didn’t. That was unusual for her. She was always so attentive when someone entered her shop, almost as if anticipating when the bell might ring, and would come out to greet the visitor.

      “Mrs. Rubbles?”

      There was no answer.

      Could she be out? If she was, why would she have left her shop unlocked? That wasn’t like her. Then again, it wasn’t like her to not be here.

      Alec made his way to the back of the shop and looked around. There was no sign of Mrs. Rubbles. She had a few vials of ink out on the counter, and they were unlabeled, something else that was unusual for her. Typically, she kept her inks meticulously labeled so that she would easily identify which ones were which. That she hadn’t done so now troubled him.

      Had something happened?

      Alec made his way through the storage area, her kitchen, looking to see if she might have fallen somewhere. He tugged on the short gray jacket that he wore, feeling uncomfortable in the university jacket. It didn’t even have deep enough pockets for him to stuff anything into. What he needed was one of the longer jackets, though for him to get one, he had to be promoted, and that would take time.

      He made his way toward the very back where there was a narrow staircase that led up to the living quarters. “Mrs. Rubbles?” he called up the stairs. He waited, listening to see if she might come down, but there was no sound from above.

      Alec decided he needed to go up and check on her. If nothing was wrong, he might be embarrassed, but he suspected she would understand.

      He took the stairs two at a time and reached the door at the top. He knocked and waited, but there was no answer. He tested it and found it unlocked. That was probably normal when she was in the shop, but with her not here, it was surprising she would have left it unlocked.

      The inside of her home was tidy. Mrs. Rubbles was the kind of woman who appreciated nice things and had worked enough over the years to have accumulated many such items. The home smelled of bread baking, but it was almost as if it had burned.

      Alec made his way to the kitchen.

      There he found Mrs. Rubbles. She was lying on the ground, motionless. He hurried forward and quickly began his assessment. He started with listening for her heartbeat, checking her pulse. It was rapid—far too rapid. It reminded him of when she had been sick with the glandular problem. He listened to her breathing and found it steady, if a little raspy. Her stomach sounded normal. He scanned her arms and legs, looking for signs of any injury, but found none. Her hands were dry and cracked, the same as when he’d seen her the last time.

      Alec looked over to the stairway. He needed to get Mrs. Rubbles help, which meant getting her to his father.

      He scooped her up. She was lighter than he had expected, though she had never been a large woman. He hurried to the stairs and down and out of the shop, wishing he had some way of locking it behind him. She would hate leaving her shop unlocked, and would hate even more the possibility that someone could break in. He could come back later and lock up the way she normally would.

      Would his father even be at the apothecary?

      That was the fear. If his father wasn’t at the shop, there was a real problem. Alec could take Mrs. Rubbles to the university, but if he did that, would they allow him—as a student—to admit someone to the university hospital ward?

      Alec didn’t doubt that Mrs. Rubbles had the ability to pay, but that shouldn’t be what mattered, not at the university.

      He crossed the street and reached his father’s shop and was thankful when he saw the light on inside. When he pushed open the door, the bells tinkled, alerting his father of someone’s arrival. When he came out from the back and saw Alec, he frowned briefly, before realizing that Alec was carrying Mrs. Rubbles.

      “Marcella?”

      “I found her when I went to get more paper and ink.”

      “Bring her back here.”

      Alec carried her back to the cot and laid her down. “She has a rapid heartbeat and her breathing is slightly erratic, but I find nothing else wrong with her.”

      He stepped back, letting his father perform his assessment. When he was done, his father nodded. “I concur.” He looked toward the front of the shop, almost as if trying to see across the street and into Mrs. Rubbles’ shop from here. “What happened?” his father whispered.

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      “There has to be some explanation. Marcella has been healthy.”

      “Other than her glandular problem,” Alec said.

      “What glandular problem?” his father asked.

      “It was when you were gone. The same day I met Sam, Mrs. Rubbles came into the shop—at least, the old shop—and…”

      “You used your special paper with her.”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing at the time.”

      His father chuckled softly. “That would explain why she wasn’t complaining nearly so often as she had been about her joints. For the longest time, she would come in complaining about achiness and wanting something to help take the edge off of it. As you know, there isn’t a whole lot that can be done when you reach Marcella’s age.”

      “I don’t even know how old Mrs. Rubbles is.”

      “A little older than me,” his father said.

      Alec breathed out. He looked her over, wishing he could come up with the diagnosis. It was always hard when there was a difficult diagnosis, but especially so when it was someone he cared about. He couldn’t imagine how he might feel if something happened to Sam, and he couldn’t imagine how he might feel if something happened to his father. Seeing Mrs. Rubbles this way was difficult for him.

      “Is there anything we can try?”

      “What would you try, student physicker?”

      “Father—”

      “Is that not what they do at the university anymore?”

      “That is what they do,” Alec said. “I was just hoping that you wouldn’t do it.”

      “And why not? Is there a reason that I would not be allowed to question you the same as the master physickers?”

      Alec shrugged. There wasn’t a reason, especially since his father was equally skilled as most of the physickers that he had met at the university. Some of the master physickers were probably more knowledgeable, but his father had a different type of knowledge, and it was more practical, honed from decades spent treating the people of the city, something that he wasn’t as certain the master physickers still did. Maybe they didn’t know what it was like to treat those within the city.

      “I would try a combination of things. Possibly buglen berries and junip leaves, Either might be helpful with countering the effects of an unknown ingestion.”

      “And what makes you think this is an unknown ingestion?”

      “It’s the fact that she’s not alert.”

      “There are many things that could make a person not alert like this,” his father said. “We have seen patients before in a similar state, and whether it the heart or something else, it doesn’t necessarily indicate that they have ingested something.”

      “Fine, but the most likely cause is an ingestion.”

      “I would agree that it is the most likely, but the most likely doesn’t necessarily mean it will be what you ultimately find. What if she presents an unusual case?”

      Alec decided to perform a secondary exam. He had already listened to her heart, lungs, and belly, and had come up with nothing that pointed to what might be wrong with her other than dry hands. He decided he needed to look in her mouth, and pried her chin down, twisting her head so that he could take a better look. There was staining on her teeth, and he frowned.

      He had seen similar staining when he had looked at her arms and legs.

      Alec reached for her hand and uncurled her fingers. The tips of each finger were stained a light red, almost pink.

      “This staining…”

      His father nodded. “Good. You did find it.”

      “You knew?”

      “I saw the fingers when you first brought her in. The contracture is worrisome because it typically implies that there is something wrong with her nerves. Then you look inside her mouth, and…”

      “The same staining.”

      “Yes. The same staining.”

      Alec frowned. He had seen something like this before, and relatively recently.

      His breath caught. With the cracked hands, this reminded him of the woman he had seen at the university, the one they’d diagnosed as having been poisoned by either the ingestion of berries or a snake bite. Alec had seen the puncture wounds indicating a snake bite, but with Mrs. Rubbles, he doubted that she would have been bitten by a snake. That just didn’t fit with what he knew of her.

      But berries… That was possible. She often would collect berries, especially when she went looking for new ways of mixing inks.

      “I know what this is,” Alec said.

      “Yes?”

      “Anrastic berries.”

      His father frowned. “It would fit with the pattern, but it would be unfortunate if true.”

      “Because there isn’t a treatment,” Alec said, looking up at his father.

      His father shook his head. “Unfortunately, yes. There are things we can do, but if she’s already in this state, it might be too late for her.”

      Alec stared at Mrs. Rubbles. In this condition, she seemed peaceful, almost relaxed, and that made it all the worse for him. She had been like a mother to him and had been the one to help him through the attack on the apothecary.

      “There has to be something we can do,” he said to his father.

      “There is no known cure, not for this type of ingestion. I’m sorry, Alec, but—”

      “But there is,” Alec said. He knew he could save her, as he had saved the woman in the hospital ward, but it meant using the easar paper and the remaining ink that he had placed into vials. Would it be enough to help her?

      Then again, would it work without knowing the treatment?

      He wasn’t certain whether there was any correlation between a known treatment and the ability for the easar paper to be effective. If there was, and if he had to know a real treatment in order for the easar paper to work, then it might not matter. There might not be anything that he could do.

      “Alec—”

      Alec shook his head. “Father, for Mrs. Rubbles, I’m going to try this.” He pulled the easar paper and ink from his pocket.

      “I don’t know that this is the purpose for your gifts.”

      Alec stared at Mrs. Rubbles. If it wasn’t to help someone he cared about, then what was the purpose of his gift? This was what he had been arguing with Sam about. She wanted to work only on augmentations, and he had wanted to find another use, why wouldn’t they be able to use the paper for healing?

      His father began to work on Mrs. Rubbles, and Alec reached into his satchel, pulling out the remaining slip of easar paper. They didn’t have much remaining, and what he did have was heavily written upon, almost so much that there wasn’t a square of clear space for him to work. Would it be enough?

      Even if it wasn’t, he had to try. He had never tried writing over one of his other augmentations, but in this case, he didn’t think he wanted to try that. If he did, and if it somehow compromised what he needed to do for Mrs. Rubbles, then it might cause more problems for her.

      Alec moved out of the way, shifting to a table near the back of the shop. Mostly, he went so that he could get out of his father’s way. He looked for some blank space on the paper and found a tiny section—barely enough for him to use, and all they had left. It would have to work.

      He checked in his satchel for the vial of premixed blood ink. There should be enough for him to blend for this healing, but not much more than that. She would know he was using it, but would she care? He couldn’t concern himself with that now. This was something he had to try.

      He used a pin to prick his finger, letting a small amount of his own blood drip into the vial holding Sam’s blood. He shook it quickly and then dipped the pen in, preparing to write.

      Anrastic berry toxicity. Need antitoxin. Would add fessel leaf for vitality and caffin for alertness.

      That last, he’d only recently learned in the lectures. It was simple, but it was all that he had space for on the paper. Alec waited for the ink to dry before sliding the page back into his satchel.

      Would it even work?

      Maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe it was already too late for him to help, but maybe not.

      Alec joined his father at Mrs. Rubbles’s side. He had taken a seat in a chair next to the cot and was holding her hand. Alec had seen his father doing something similar with many other people over the years, but it was heartbreaking to watch him sitting next to Mrs. Rubbles.

      “I didn’t ever think that Marcella would go like this.”

      “She doesn’t have to,” Alec said.

      “There aren’t many treatments for this toxicity, Alec. Even if I had the benefit of using the university, there wouldn’t be much I would be able to do.”

      “I tried,” Alec said.

      “You tried what?”

      “I tried to help her,” Alec said.

      His father’s gaze drifted to the satchel. “Oh, Alec, I don’t know that that was wise of you to do.”

      “Why not? This is for Mrs. Rubbles. Why shouldn’t I do anything I can to help her?”

      “Because…”

      Mrs. Rubbles began to stir. She coughed, and her eyes flickered open.

      “Aelus?”

      He squeezed her hand and touched her hair. “Marcella. Just relax.”

      “How am I in your store?”

      “You were sick, and Alec found you and brought you here.”

      “That Alec. He is such a good boy.”

      His father kept his gaze on Mrs. Rubbles. “He is.”

      “I know how proud you are that he has gone to the university. I know how much you wanted him to take after you.”

      “I only wanted him to be happy,” his father said.

      “And he will be. When he takes after you, how can he not be happy?”

      His father smiled.

      Alec took a step back, letting his father and Mrs. Rubbles have that moment together. He wasn’t certain he should be involved, especially since he didn’t entirely know what more he could say, or how to explain what he’d done. Yet he couldn’t deny the fact that he felt a hint of pride. How could he not, especially when he had helped? How could he not when he had made a difference?

      Would Sam understand?

      That was the question, wasn’t it? It seemed Sam only wanted for the two of them to work together, and to continue placing augmentations. But the more Alec learned about how their gifts could heal, the more confident he felt that there was a higher purpose for them.

      And yet, without a supply of the paper, he wasn’t sure they could do anything.

      When Alec reached the front door, his father joined him, placing his hand on his shoulder. “Thank you,” he said.

      “I care for her, too.”

      “I know you do. Don’t rely on this gift of yours. Use your mind. That’s the greatest gift that you have.”

      “I won’t depend on using only the paper,” Alec said. He glanced past his father to where Mrs. Rubbles lay. “Find out where she was looking for berries. Make sure that no one else gets into them.”

      His father nodded. “Normally, I’d be the one telling you to do that.”

      “I can’t do that if I’m at the university.”

      “No. I suppose you can’t.” His father squeezed his shoulder. “She’s telling the truth, you know.”

      “About what?”

      “About me. About you. I am proud of you. You have worked incredibly hard, and you deserve this opportunity.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Keep working. The university rewards those who work hard. And I know that you will.”

      Alec left his father’s shop, wondering if that was true, or whether he would be continually harassed because he was the son of an apothecary. And maybe it didn’t matter. He was at the university now, and he could continue his work, and could continue learning. In time, he would be a physicker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            Opportunity to Impress

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital ward was well lit, and Alec looked at each person in the room. There was a slight odor to the air, and he detected rot. It was awful, and it hadn’t been present the day before when he’d been here. He wrinkled his nose, wishing he had something to mask the smell, but there wasn’t anything.

      Abigail glanced over at him. “Why do you keep making that face?”

      “Don’t you smell it?”

      “I smell you,” she said. “I figured that was just the stink of a lowborn.” She smiled as she said it.

      “I’m not lowborn,” he said. As he said it, he realized that he had spoken too quickly.

      Was that what he was? Was that the person he had become? He had never intended to be so caught up in distinctions between classes and had been telling the truth when Sam had asked whether he cared about highborn versus lowborn. Alec never had cared; it had never mattered to him. His father made it clear that it shouldn’t matter. He had made it clear that all people should be cared for regardless of whether they came from one of the central sections or one of the outer sections. Most of the time, they came from a more peripheral section, making it a moot point about whether he treated those with money first.

      “I’m only kidding you,” she said. “But what is it that you smell?”

      “I don’t know. There’s a hint of rot.”

      “Very good, Mr. Stross.”

      Alec looked up and realized that the master physicker instructing them had walked past as Alec was speaking to Abigail. This was Master Eckerd again, the same physicker that had worked with him before. At least with Master Eckerd, Alec didn’t have the sense that the physicker disliked him completely.

      “We are here today to look at infection,” Master Eckerd said. He guided the group of students to a cot near the back wall. As they approached, the smell became even more prevalent, a foulness that permeated the air. One of the students gagged as they approached.

      “It’s not easy to get accustomed to this smell, but over time, you can learn to ignore it.”

      “How can you ignore this?” This came from one of the highborns. He was younger than Alec by at least two years, and he wore expensive clothing, including a gold necklace that dangled outside of his jacket. Alec never wore jewelry, knowing that it was all too easy for it to get fouled up with any number of disgusting things he might come into contact with when healing.

      “As I said, it’s not easy, but you can learn to ignore it.” Master Eckerd pulled the sheets back, exposing a massive ulcerating wound on the person’s leg. The center of it was blackened, and red streaks worked outward. A purulent wound soaked through the sheet that had been used to cover him. “What can you tell me about this infection?”

      Most of the students were turning away, but Alec stepped forward. After seeing Master Eckerd in the library, he wanted to know more about the man. What was he hiding? Maybe there was nothing, but maybe he knew something about easar paper. Could there be other Scribes at the university?

      If there was easar paper, maybe they could find another supply.

      Sam would want to know.

      He pushed all of those thoughts out of his mind. He had to as he focused on the patient. The wound was foul, but Alec had seen worse. It was not uncommon for people to reach his father after trying many other things, most of them useless. Something like this at least had a chance for treatment.

      “If it’s left too long, the leg may need to be taken off,” Alec said. “The infection is already starting to spread up toward the knee, which, if it passes beyond the joint, will become a much more severe condition.”

      Master Eckerd nodded. “That is correct, Mr. Stross. And why is that?”

      “It can set up in the joint. From there, sometimes the infection spreads, and even with appropriate treatment, there isn’t much that can be done for it.”

      “There probably isn’t much that can be done for the man now,” Arnold said. He was also highborn, and pudgy, with a perpetual sneer on his face. “Why waste time on something like this that can’t even be treated?”

      Master Eckerd shot him a look. “You would give up so soon, Mr. Jameis?”

      Arnold shrugged. “It’s not a matter of giving up. It’s knowing that there are limited resources.” He looked around the hospital ward. “Look at all these other people who need help.”

      “Yes, look at them. Most of them have junior physickers working with them, so they are well cared for, for now. This man needs—”

      “Debridement,” Alec said softly.

      “That is correct, Mr. Stross. An infection like this will only heal once the infected tissue is removed. It is a delicate procedure, not quite as delicate as some surgeries that are done, but it requires a deft touch. Now, if you would all step back?”

      As one, the students took a step back.

      “Mr. Stross?”

      Alec could’ve moved back with the other students, but he stepped forward, nodding.

      “In that you don’t seem to be as offended as some of the students, would you care to assist?”

      Alec resisted the urge to look around. He disliked being called out, but at the same time, he felt vindicated that he was being asked to assist. It wasn’t surgery—he had never been allowed in surgery, and from what he understood, students rarely were—but it was something he could help with.

      “Have you ever participated in a debridement?” Master Eckerd asked as Alec approached the table.

      “Only a few,” he said. “My father either did most of them or sent the patient on to the university.”

      “Your father would send patients here?”

      Alec nodded. “If there were things that he didn’t feel comfortable managing, he would send them here. Sometimes…”

      “Sometimes what?”

      Alec flushed. “Sometimes, he would send them with enough money to purchase the healing necessary.”

      Master Eckerd looked at Alec for a moment before nodding. He lifted a sharp knife and began to cut away at the infection, peeling back the blackened tissue, revealing red and irritated tissue beneath. As he did, Alec knew to take a clean cloth and press down, putting pressure on the exposed area so it didn’t bleed too much. He wiped away the drainage, much the same way he would have when helping his father.

      Master Eckerd had a steady hand, much steadier than his father’s, and made quick work of it. “And what would you do to treat the tissue now?”

      Alec looked at the exposed wound. There was quite a bit of raw and irritated flesh. “I would suggest an ointment. Perhaps silvast to avoid infection. Lysanth root mixed with belder leaves to speed the healing process. Something like that.”

      He flushed as he said it, wondering if perhaps he was wrong.

      Master Eckerd nodded. “Those would be a reasonable choice. Why don’t you collect the supplies and apply your ointment?”

      Alec hurried off, disappearing into the back of the hospital ward, casting a glance over his shoulder briefly, long enough to see Abigail watching him as he went. A few of the other students watched, but most of them kept their attention on Master Eckerd, rather than on Alec. Master Eckerd was speaking to them, and he wished he was still there, able to listen, but this was better, wasn’t it? At least this way, he was getting attention from Master Eckerd, and hopefully, he could use that attention to his advantage.

      He had only been to the storeroom in the ward one other time. It was during a tour of the school when he first was shown around, never on his own. The fact that Master Eckerd had him go on his own now was either a reward or a test. Alec didn’t know which.

      He opened the door into the storage room and was greeted by rows of shelves. It was nothing like his father’s apothecary, which was all neatly laid out and labeled. Things here were crammed in close together, and the labels weren’t always legible. Had Alec not spent the last decade with his father helping him catalog and organize everything that he kept stored in the apothecary, he might not have known what some of them were. Even with that knowledge, he still couldn’t identify everything here.

      Most of the items he was looking for were fairly straightforward. He found the silvast first. It was a silvery-looking paste, and it came from snail slime, something that he couldn’t imagine someone ever having decided might be anti-infectious. He grabbed that and put it in his pocket. The lysanth root was a little harder to find, but he found it on a high shelf, along with a few other roots, this one mislabeled. The last was the belder leaves, and it took him a bit longer to find them. Not because they were mislabeled, but because they were stuffed behind other containers.

      The lack of organization here annoyed him. How many times would somebody have come unable to find what they were looking for, delaying the care of a patient?

      Alec decided to come back later. Maybe he could organize the shelves, if nothing else. For now, he needed to get back to Master Eckerd and the patient.

      When he returned, Master Eckerd was waiting, the rest of the students silent and each taking a turn looking at the wound that had been debrided. Alec set down the ingredients, and Master Eckerd nodded.

      He wanted Alec to compound the paste.

      He worked quickly, using the bowl that was set aside for it, and using the technique his father had long ago taught him. It was an easy concoction and came together quickly. When he was done, he held it out to Master Eckerd who shook his head.

      “You have concocted it, you should be the one to apply it.”

      Alec took a dollop of the ointment and gently smeared it onto the wound. He worked with a practiced hand, though perhaps not quite as steady as Master Eckerd’s, and when he was finished, he took a bandage and dressed the wound.

      “How often would you apply this?” Master Eckerd asked.

      “Typically, twice a day would be sufficient, but with a wound like this, I might suggest doing it three times a day to ensure that it is healing adequately.”

      “That sounds like a reasonable plan. Make sure that you are here three times a day, Mr. Stross.”

      Alec swallowed.

      With that, he motioned the students toward the next cot. When Alec followed, Master Eckerd turned and looked at him. “You need to document your treatment plan in the record. You will find it hanging at the end of the bed.”

      Alec blinked and made his way around to the foot of the bed where a binder was hanging. He pulled it open and saw a list of the patient’s presenting symptoms and the treatments that had been tried. Nothing that was written there would be effective, and it offended him that someone would have tried some of them. Could that actually have been a physicker who would’ve tried to place upson oil on the wound? It might have irritated the tissue enough to cause some mild debridement, but it would never have been enough.

      Alec found a free section and documented the debridement done by Master Eckerd and then the ointment that he applied, followed by the treatment frequency. When he was done, he replaced the record and let out a satisfied breath.

      It was always rewarding for him to treat, especially when it was something that he thought he could help with, as was the case here.

      He caught up to the group, and they were already working on another patient. It was another infection, but this one was much better controlled, and Master Eckerd seemed to be demonstrating the spectrum of disease. Alec focused, wanting to hear what insights Master Eckerd might have, thinking he could compare them to what his father did, but they were similar enough.

      They continued through their rounds, and when they were done, Master Eckerd dismissed the students. Alec started filing out after them, when Master Eckerd called after him.

      “Mr. Stross.”

      Alec turned.

      “You have a much greater breadth of knowledge than your classmates.”

      “I credit my father, Master Eckerd. As you know—”

      “Yes. I understand that your father is an apothecary and you have trained with him. All I am saying is that you are not being well served by sitting through the entry-level classes and the entry-level lectures. It is unusual for students your age to have much success at the university. I think it’s only because of how clear it was that you were prepared that you were granted entry,” he said.

      Alec felt his heart sink. Was Master Eckerd going to dismiss him?

      “And I think that you would be better served by a little more challenge. Do you think you would be ready to sit through some of the more senior-level classes?”

      Alec blinked. “I don’t know. Do you think I am ready for them?”

      “From what I’ve seen, you have the knowledge and you certainly are well-versed in the various treatments. We do you no service by holding you back. That has never been the intent of the university. I will speak with the other master physickers, but if they all agree, I intend to see you promoted to senior student.”

      Alec could only stare. “I… I would like that.”

      Master Eckerd clapped him on the shoulder. “Good work with that wound. I will follow-up with you to see how well it’s healing.”

      With that, Master Eckerd left Alec and disappeared down the hallway. Alec turned and looked into the hospital ward. Could it be that he had found his place?

      If so, what did that mean for him and Sam?

      Probably nothing. Without easar paper, there would be no more Kaver and Scribe. Without the ability to practice their augmentations, their gifts were of no use. Unless… In his mind’s eye, he pictured the leather-bound book he’d seen Master Eckerd reviewing.

      But if he was wrong, and there was no paper to be found, maybe it was for the best. Maybe this was where he was meant to be. It would make his father proud, but Alec wasn’t sure how he felt. Was this what he wanted?

      And if it wasn’t, what did he want?
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      Sam pulled the hood of her cloak up and waited for Bastan outside his tavern. It was time to get him involved, especially since Marin was hiding something from her. She didn’t love the idea of sharing with him, but who else could she trust?

      There were other Kavers in the city. And Marin had attacked them.

      She was determined to find answers. Maybe borrow a few sheets of easar paper from him to practice with Alec—if he would ever return. And then?

      Then she would need to figure out why Marin worried about her and Tray, what she knew of the highborns who had stolen the paper, and when the Thelns might attack. She had to have answers.

      There were answers here, somewhere, but she couldn’t think through them. Maybe she needed to think more like Alec to come up with them. He was analytical, and she needed to learn to think that way.

      There weren’t good answers.

      After a time, she determined Bastan wasn’t there. She made her way out and onto the street. Giving the area a quick search, she climbed up onto the roof of a nearby building. It had been a while since she’d experienced an augmentation, long enough that she actually longed for one, missing the strength they provided.

      As she watched below, two men came along the street. They weren’t thieves. She had seen enough thieves to know the way they walked. They weren’t thugs, either. Typically, thugs were larger and more solid, but these men were neither.

      They didn’t belong in Caster.

      She didn’t know where they belonged, but this wasn’t their section.

      Could they be more Kavers?

      She stalked closer, hoping to overhear something, but couldn’t, not from her distance. The men split off, going in opposite directions.

      Sam hesitated.

      She could stay, but she wanted to follow.

      She chose the older of the two.

      She trailed him through the streets, and when he reached a canal and crossed over the bridge, she barely hesitated to use her canal staff to leap over the canal. On the other side, she made her way along the street to find him again, and once more followed after him, moving quickly.

      And then the man jumped.

      There was something about his movements that was powerful, graceful, and reminded her of Marin.

      He must be a Kaver.

      Now she had an even greater urgency to follow him. He went into a different section, one she had rarely entered, and the buildings here were a bland sort of stone, with nothing of the age and sense of style that Caster had.

      Sam managed to keep pace, but she did so at a distance. Bastan’s training made it almost instinctual to stay in the shadows, moving in silence.

      The man paused in front of a gray stone building. The door opened, letting out a flickering light. Was that a canal staff that she saw beneath his cloak?

      Sam didn’t know.

      If he was a Kaver, could he be augmented?

      Could she find others?

      Muffled voices came from the doorway, and Sam backed up.

      She was too close. She would get caught if she stayed here.

      She planted her staff on the stone and bolted up, reaching the lower edge of the rooftop. From there, she managed to get a handle on a lip of stone and used that to drag herself the rest the way. She almost lost her canal staff, but hooked one end to her belt, keeping it attached to her. If she lost that, if it clattered to the stones, not only would the men—or Kavers—inside likely hear it, but she would lose her way back across the canal.

      The door opened and a several soldiers came out.

      Sam gasped softly. The princess was with them.

      Even in the darkness, Sam noted her dark hair flowing down her back, bound with ribbons. She wore the crimson and blue, even here, colors that stood out in the section.

      The man that Sam had followed walked alongside her.

      As did the other she’d seen in Caster.

      What was this? What would these people have wanted in Caster?

      And why would the princess be with these men?

      One of the men turned.

      In the faint moonlight, she clearly saw a staff.

      Kavers.

      Her heart thudded.

      What did it mean that the princess had two Kavers with her? What did it mean that they had gone to Caster? And what did it mean that they had attacked Bastan and his tavern?

      Could the princess be in danger again?

      She didn’t appear to be, given that she had soldiers accompanying here, but what did Sam know?

      She had to follow.

      Sam made her way from one building to the next, keeping ahead of the procession. As she went, she continued to watch them, noting the movement of the two men on either side of the princess.

      They were augmented. They had to be.

      The procession moved at a determined clip, and the men remained close, with the two men that she was certain were Kavers staying on either side of her. Sam was forced to move more rapidly than she preferred.

      They made their way out of the section and into another—this one familiar to her. It was where she had found the easar paper.

      Why would they be here?

      They stopped at a building and Sam wondered if it might be the same building where the easar paper—and the book—had been. A woman greeted them in a doorway, and Sam tried to shift along the rooftop to get a better vantage.

      There wasn’t one. Not here.

      The next building over was a different story.

      Reaching it would involve a significant jump, possibly farther than she’d ever jumped before. Could she do it? She could climb down and scurry across the street but doing so was slower and would put her in danger of getting noticed.

      She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. She had to ignore them if she was going to make it across. If she couldn’t, she would crash into the street, a fall that was far enough to be more than she could survive.

      Sam backed up, preparing for the jump. She raced forward, needing to time it exactly right. From this height, there would be no pushing off with her canal staff. There would be nothing but her own velocity.

      When she reached the edge and pushed off, she could feel that something was wrong.

      She twisted, flailing, kicking out, scrambling for the ledge on the other side.

      She slipped as she grabbed it.

      Panic set in, tearing through her.

      When she crashed to the ground, her canal staff clattered loudly. She tried to get up and run, but her limbs didn’t work as they should.

      The sound of footsteps coming toward her drew her attention. Sam wanted to move and stand, but she couldn’t.

      All she felt was agony.

      The pain became unbearable, overwhelming her. She began to drift and lost consciousness.
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      Sam came awake slowly, pain racking her body. Her mind felt like a clouded mess. There was nothing there. All she could think of was pain.

      Light surrounded her. It seemed to come from all over. It was a bright, overwhelming light.

      What had happened to her?

      She tried moving her arms, but they didn’t work as they should. Her legs didn’t respond, either.

      Sam strained to find a comfortable position, but there was none.

      As she shifted, hands pressed down on her. She couldn’t see them and realized that though she saw light, she saw not much else.

      “Stop trying to move, Sam,” someone said.

      Sam recognized the voice, but why was it that she did? It wasn’t Tray, and it wasn’t Alec, but it was familiar.

      “My legs,” she said.

      “You injured your back, Samara.”

      That voice she did recognize. It was Bastan, but why would she be with him? Who would have brought her to Bastan?

      She remembered the fall and could remember the pain she felt when she struck the ground, but little other than that. For her to be here, for someone to have gotten her to Bastan, meant that someone had to know that she knew him.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      “I think you should focus more on what happened to you, Samara.”

      “I fell,” she said.

      She smelled Bastan before she could see him. He appeared near her and leaned close, his breath hot and smelling of tea. Despite the fact that Bastan owned the tavern, she never saw him drinking ale. It was always tea and often with some flavoring.

      “I can see that you fell, Samara. How did you fall?”

      “I was jumping, and I slipped. Isn’t that enough of an answer?”

      “I know that you were jumping, but why were you in that section again?”

      Sam tried to take a deep breath, but it didn’t seem as if her chest moved nearly enough. “Stupidity, I suppose.”

      Bastan leaned close, and her eyesight began to clear. She noticed him arching a brow. “I’ve known you to be many things, Samara, but stupidity has never been one of them.”

      She didn’t know whether she agreed with that assessment. There were times when she felt incredibly stupid. She was stupid for thinking she could follow the men with the princess—Kavers or not. She was stupid for thinking she might understand something that was clearly beyond her. And she was stupid for thinking Marin might provide answers. All she’d given her were more questions.

      “How did I get here?”

      “You don’t know?” Bastan replied.

      “She was unconscious when I carried her here,” a voice said. Sam almost recognized it, but it was deep and had strange edge to it.

      Why should she recognize that voice? What was it that was familiar? It was almost like…

      “Tray?”

      A face loomed close, and she saw her brother. She hadn’t seen him much in the last few weeks, but he looked older—more mature—than he had the last time she’d seen him. He couldn’t have changed that much, could he?

      “How is it that you’re here?”

      “I think a thank you would be more appropriate, don’t you?”

      “Fine. Thanks. It doesn’t answer how you’re here.”

      Tray was close enough that she could see him bite the inside of his lip, and recognized the hesitation in him. She knew her brother well enough to know that hesitation like that was unusual. He was trying to hide something from her.

      “Just tell me, Tray.”

      “I’m not supposed to.”

      “Because Marin told you not to?”

      Tray sighed and nodded. “She asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      Sam started to laugh before realizing that he had been serious. “She asked you to watch me?”

      “Sam—”

      “No. I saw you. I was there the day you met with Marin.”

      “Sam—” he started, this time a little more emphatically.

      Sam shook her head, though it was weak. “You’ve got to stop trying to keep things from me,” she said to Tray. “I know you’ve been helping her, but we still don’t know whether we can trust her.”

      “And I should be trusting you? You have been keeping things from me, as well.”

      “Only because I need to. It’s the only way I can keep you from doing anything stupid.”

      “Thanks.”

      “That’s not what I mean—”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “No, you don’t. All I’ve ever wanted was to keep you safe. After losing our mother, why do you think I’ve been willing to take on these jobs? It’s not because I enjoy sneaking around. It’s not because I enjoy stealing what Bastan has asked of me.”

      Bastan chuckled. “You might not have enjoyed it, Samara, but you never hesitated when I asked. You have a gift for it. I think in time, I can groom you to take over for me.”

      Bastan had never told her his plans for her, but she had suspected that he had something in mind for her. She didn’t know how she felt about his interest in turning her into a thief like this.

      “Eventually, someone will need to take over. You have the necessary temperament for it.”

      “What about Marin?”

      Bastan waved his hand. “Marin never wanted any power here. Oh, she might occasionally take some of my business, but she’s more useful than that. She moves between sections, and does so often enough that she has connections, and has the ability to smuggle things out. She is no consolidator of authority.”

      Sam closed her eyes, breathing slowly in and out. The pain was tremendous, but it was more than simply the pain she felt. There was also the numbness. It was a sort of nothingness. It terrified her.

      “What’s wrong with me?”

      “As you said, you fell. From quite a height,” Bastan said. There was compassion in his voice, something that was unusual for him. Whatever had happened, it was significant enough that it troubled him.

      “Bastan—”

      “Tray found you on the street.”

      “My staff,” she started.

      Bastan shook his head. “Your staff is fine. Tray brought it with him. I doubt you will be needing it, though.”

      “Why is that? Do you think to prevent me from crossing canals now?”

      “I will not.”

      “Good, because if you think to prevent me from going between the sections, you’re going to find that I’m harder to control than that. I have no intention of remaining confined in Caster.” Then again, if she had remained in Caster, maybe none of this would’ve happened.

      “Samara, I think you’ve missed something crucial.”

      She looked at him. “What?”

      A pained look crossed his face. She’d never seen Bastan quite like this. What bothered him so much? What was it he didn’t want to share?

      “What is it? What are you keeping from me?”

      Tray rested a hand on her shoulder. His face had twisted into a sad frown. “Your back. When you fell, you injured your back. I don’t know…”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Tray repeated.

      Bastan sighed. “It’s a bad injury. I’ve seen others like it, and depending on the severity of the injury, many aren’t able to ever walk again.”

      Her breath caught. She would have thought he was joking, but she understood now why he said she wouldn’t need her staff anymore. She understood the compassion she heard in his voice. He had been so calm—almost kind—because of her injury. An injury bad enough that she might not be able to walk again.

      “You need to find Alec,” she said to Tray.

      “What can an apothecary do? Sam, we need to get you to the university. If there’s anything that can be done—”

      “There is nothing that can be done. Even the university physickers wouldn’t be able to help,” Bastan said.

      “You’re right,” Sam said. “The university wouldn’t be able to help me. But Alec can.” She turned her head toward Tray. Marin had warned her against going to the center of the city, and had warned that Tray needed to be careful, but what choice was there? If they did nothing—if Alec didn’t come—it was possible she wouldn’t recover. But with Alec… an augmentation could save her. “Please. Marin will understand. Go to the university and find him. I know that puts you at risk, but you need to do this. I can’t… I can’t…”

      She couldn’t finish.

      Tray took her hand and squeezed. “I’ll go. Marin won’t be thrilled, but you are my sister. I’ll do this for you.”

      Sam closed her eyes and sighed.
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      Alec crept through the halls of the university. It was late, late enough that he should be in his room rather than wandering about, but after having seen what he was sure was easar paper, he had to know. Before going to Sam, he needed to know whether he had seen what he believed he had. If there was another possible supply…

      He paused at the library door, his hand on the knob.

      If he was caught, it was possible he would be expelled from the university.

      Given the knowledge he now knew awaited him here, he didn’t want to be expelled. He wanted to continue his studies learn what he could, but he worried that the commitment to that learning meant years of study. Years until he could return to practicing with Sam.

      There was no choice but to enter and see. Maybe he’d been wrong.

      He entered the library, preparing an excuse. He wasn’t sure whether there would be a problem with him coming library at this time of night, but if there was, he wanted to be ready. The library was empty. There was a single lantern, glowing with a soft light, giving barely enough illumination to push back the shadows. Alec hurried across the library and reached the door on the far side.

      He tested the handle and was surprised to find that it opened.

      On the other side, he froze.

      Five men stood inside the room, dressed in all-black clothing.

      They turned to him. Alec had seen one of them before. He recognized the deep-set eyes and the dark hollows below them, and he remembered the way he’d felt when they looked at him.

      But why would one of the princess’s soldiers be here?

      Alec stepped back, wanting to be anywhere but here, and tried closing the door.

      The man lunged forward.

      Alec darted back and staggered toward one of the study tables, tripping, before stumbling.

      The man nearly reached him. Alec kicked, not wanting to be captured by these guards, but knowing that he shouldn’t resist. If they were palace guards, then what reason did he have to resist?

      What reason did they have to be in the masters’ study?

      He rolled to the side, trying to get away from the soldier. The man lunged for him again, and Alec pushed him away, scrambling back.

      “What are you doing here?” the soldier asked, lunging again for Alec.

      Alec kicked out and managed to put one of the tables between him and the soldier, but he couldn’t get back to his feet. The soldier started to circle around, and Alec pushed on the table.

      The soldier caught it, but Alec spun, racing toward the door, reaching it just before the soldier.

      Alec squeezed through and raced down the hall, hearing the sound of his feet thudding along the polished marble with the soldier chasing after him. Where should he go? How could he get away without drawing even more attention to himself?

      Not to the dorms. Doing that would only risk them knowing that he was a student. He wasn’t ready to abandon his place here, not yet. Instead, he decided to head to the courtyard outside the university.

      He pressed himself up against the wall, wanting to fade into the shadows. Staying here was a risk, but at least here, he had an option.

      Alec slid to the floor and pulled out the remaining sheet of easar paper and the vial of blood ink. He quickly dipped his pen into it and wrote three quick words along the bottom of the page, overlapping other writing. It might not work, but it was all he had.

      Alec is slow.

      Then he added a speed enhancement by listing a combination of treatments. Augmentations didn’t work nearly as well on him as they did on Sam.

      He waited until the sound of movement went past him and then he stood.

      When he felt his pursuers were well beyond him, he raced forward. His steps were too fast, a flurry of movement that he couldn’t control, and he went skittering across the lawn.

      Alec lay there, trying to control his breathing while he considered what to do. He couldn’t remain lying where he was, not with soldiers now after him. He needed to get moving.

      When he felt certain no one was near, he got up and hurried forward once again.

      This time, he was more cautious. Sam had told him that he needed to be careful with how he moved. It was important to remain silent and avoid drawing attention.

      He crept forward slowly, trying to think of how Sam would move were she with him. He knew she would manage to move quietly and more efficiently than he could. He was too noisy. There had to be another way.

      Was there another augmentation he could give himself?

      Alec found a section of the courtyard with shrubbery and huddled within it. Once there, he pulled out the easar paper and searched for a part of the page where he could write another augmentation.

      He added one additional word next to what he’d already documented: strength.

      He didn’t know whether this would make a difference. They had never tested such a simple augmentation and trialing it on himself rather than on Sam made it even less likely to be effective.

      He tucked the pages and ink back into his satchel and stood. Creeping out of the shrubbery, he started off, picking up speed as he went. When he reached the canal, he considered going toward the bridge and using that to cross, but when he glanced up, he saw a trio of soldiers standing along the bridge.

      The only other option was doing what Sam typically did.

      He turned toward the canal and stood at the edge, debating his approach. He could attempt to jump, but that thought made him nervous, especially since he had not tested that before.

      He glanced back over to the bridge. The soldiers were heading in his direction. Had they already seen him? If they had, anything he might try wouldn’t matter anyway.

      With his attention focused on the canal again, he took a deep breath. It wasn’t as wide here as it was in other sections of the city, but it was still far too wide for him to swim. The enhancement for speed seem to work, but he didn’t have the same control over them as Sam did. All of their time testing had been on her gaining control over augmentations. Never really spending time working with him to do the same. Maybe that had been a mistake.

      The soldiers were getting closer.

      He took another deep breath and took a few steps back before racing forward and jumping, clearing the canal. Once on the other side, Alec hurried along, clutching his satchel close to him. His mind raced. Why had soldiers been in the library? Had they been after the easar paper? Didn’t the university and the guards within the palace work together?

      Unless there was some other reason for it.

      Could the university have acquired the Book of Maladies?

      If that were the case, it would explain why Master Eckerd had been so secretive with him. The masters wouldn’t have wanted him to know what was within it. If they had acquired it, the only other question he had was how?

      First, he needed to find Sam.

      The augmentation was wearing off. He still had a hint of speed and strength, but they were both fading quickly. He made it through a half-dozen sections of the city before they faded completely. That bought him some time, but now what? He didn’t know where to start looking for Sam, but at least he’d gotten farther away from the university.

      But he couldn’t be away for too long. If his absence was discovered, he risked being expelled. He risked losing something that he had always wanted. Now that he had access to the university—and a possible promotion—his desire to stay and learn was even greater than before. The soldiers didn’t know who he was, so they couldn’t report him to the university. But if the university discovered he was missing, and knew of the encounter in the library, they would put it together.

      A shape moved toward him.

      The streets were empty, silent at this time of night. Seeing someone suddenly sent his heart thudding, reminding him of the attack he’d experienced in Caster.

      He ducked off to the side, trying to avoid detection, but the pounding of feet came straight toward him.

      Had the soldiers discovered him?

      How was it even possible? He had been through an entire section without anyone seeing him. How was it possible that they could do it now?

      He hurried down the street and hazarded a glance over his shoulder. The figure was making its way along the street.

      Which way should he run? He could head back to the university, but if he encountered the soldiers, he would have to explain what he’d been doing. That left heading in the direction he initially planned. That left him going to Caster.

      He reached a nearby bridge heading across the canal and flashed his university credentials to the guard so that he could pass between sections. He made an attempt at appearing nonchalant, but given the time of day, he suspected that he failed miserably.

      He was only a few sections from Caster.

      Footsteps continue to follow him. They were coming on quickly—more quickly than he could outrun, at least without enhancements.

      The next bridge brought him into Arrend. This was his section, and if nothing else, he could find safety here. He could hide in this section more easily than others. Either his father could hide him, or he could go to someone like Mrs. Rubbles and stay hidden.

      He paused, and still heard the sound of footsteps after him.

      He didn’t have a choice. He wouldn’t have time to reach the Caster section.

      He turned the corner and headed toward his father’s shop. When he reached the door, it was locked. There is no light in the window, nothing that told him his father might be there. Out on the street, the only light came from a hint of starlight overhead.

      He scanned the buildings and found only one with any light inside. Mrs. Rubbles’. He considered ducking in there, but if he did, he would have to explain himself—and possibly put her in danger.

      The footsteps fell silent.

      Maybe he had time.

      He raced forward. Caster wasn’t that far away. If he could get there before his pursuer, he could at least get word out for Bastan, and then could get word to Sam. He didn’t know how he would find Bastan—he wasn’t nearly as plugged in with him as Sam was—but that was the most logical way for him to get to a sort of safety.

      Another canal crossing, and another section. He hurried through, still waiting for the sounds of pursuit to return, but they didn’t.

      Only a few more sections.

      He reached the canal and looked back again. There was no movement behind him.

      As he crossed the bridge this time, there were no guards. This far out from the center of the city, there rarely were. Most protection was provided by men like Bastan. He hurried on, and the street was surprisingly empty.

      He tried not to let that thought trouble him. He stayed near the canal and listened to the soft murmuring of the water, thankful that there didn’t seem to be someone following him still.

      When he reached the bridge crossing over to Caster, he crossed quickly. On the other side, two men stepped out from a nearby building and grabbed him. Alec tried to fight, but they held his arms to his sides, pinning him. The dark figure that had pursued him appeared from over the bridge.

      Alec continued to fight against the hands that grabbed him. He wasn’t strong enough to fight them off. He looked over, noting the faces of the men, noting that they wore dark cloaks and were armed with swords. Fighting would only end up with them harming him.

      They dragged him deeper into Caster.

      That surprised him. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Quiet,” one of the men said.

      Alec fell quiet for a few moments, but as they continued to drag him deeper into Caster, the streets became familiar, places that he had been with Sam. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re the apothecary, aren’t you?”

      Alec frowned, trying to twist around and see who they were, but he couldn’t get a good look at them. “I am.”

      “We were to get you.”

      “Who said you were to get me?” Alec asked.

      “Don’t worry about it. You will be there soon enough.”

      They continued dragging him, and Alec didn’t fight. If someone had been sent for him, it meant that it was either Sam or Bastan. There was a troubling sensation within him that told him it wasn’t Sam. She wouldn’t have come at him this way. “I can walk.”

      The men glanced at each other. The one on his right leaned toward him. His breath was hot, and it smelled of ale. “You can walk, but if you attempt to run, we will make sure you never walk again.”

      They released him, and Alec didn’t attempt to go anywhere. He was disappointed in himself for that. Sam would have fought them. She would have made sure she was never treated like this. Alec wasn’t Sam. He didn’t have the nerve that she had and didn’t have the same fierce strength that she had.

      They marched him along a street and stopped in front of a nondescript building. Alec frowned at it until one of the men gave him a shove. “Go in.”

      Alec shook his head. “Tell me what this is.”

      “Go in,” the man said again.

      His tone suggested that Alec not argue with them, and he now felt certain they hadn’t been sent by Sam or Bastan.

      Who else would have come for him?

      Could it have been Marin? She had been at his father’s shop, though he still didn’t know why and what she had been after. So far, they didn’t seem to want to harm him, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t.

      He pushed the door open, and they guided him into a dimly lit room. The air smelled of grain and something else. He passed the sacks of grain and realized what else he smelled. Casks of ale. Was this a tavern?

      They reached stairs and the two men forced him down, then left at the bottom of the stairs. They entered a tunnel that twisted different directions, making it difficult for Alec to keep track of where they went. Finally, they stopped in front of a stout door.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      One of the men, the shorter of the two, with dark black hair, shouldered past him and pulled open the door. Bright light spilled out, forcing Alec to blink a few times as his eyes slowly adjusted. Warmth radiated from the room, seeming to come from a massive hearth on the far wall. A pair of leather chairs were stationed near the hearth. Alec tried to see who might be sitting in them but couldn’t tell. The only other thing in the room was a cot, and he noted someone lying on it, covers all the way up to their chin.

      It was enough for him to know who it was.

      He gasped as he ran over to the cot and touched Sam’s shoulder. “Sam? What happened? What are you doing here?”

      Sam blinked open her eyes. There was pain behind them, and he worried about what she’d been through. “It took you long enough,” she said.

      Alec frowned. “What do you mean it took me long enough?”

      “Tray went to get you. It took you long enough to come.”

      Alec looked around the room, but the two men who had brought him here were gone. Whatever they had been asked to do, they appeared to have accomplished.

      “Tray didn’t bring me here,” he said.

      Sam rolled her head toward him. Why was she just lying there? Why wasn’t she getting up and harassing him or blaming him for disappearing? What had happened to her?

      “How did you end up here if Tray didn’t come get you?”

      “I… I was coming back to find you.”

      Sam rested her head back on the cot. “Well, it looks like you were successful.”

      Something was wrong. Either Sam was trying to keep it from him, or she was feigning strength when she shouldn’t. “What happened?”

      “Nothing happened. Just my stupidity.”

      “Sam?”

      The door opened behind him and Alec turned to see Bastan entering. He was a distinguished-looking man, with silvery hair and bright eyes. He managed to look both welcoming and dangerous at the same time, an interesting combination that impressed Alec.

      “Bastan? What happened to her?”

      “It appears Samara has suffered a significant injury.”

      “What kind of injury?” Alec asked.

      Bastan shook his head. “It’s the kind of injury where she won’t be able to walk again.” His gaze fell on Sam, and he looked almost angry about what had happened to her. “She fell from a rooftop, trailing someone she probably shouldn’t have, severely injuring her back.”

      “I asked him to get you, Alec. You can help me, can’t you?”

      Alec looked from Sam and to Bastan. He noted a question on the man’s face and could imagine the way he was thinking, wondering why Sam thought that Alec, nothing more than an apothecary, could help her with an injury like this. Truth be told, Alec wasn’t sure if he could.

      “Samara seems to think you will be able to assist her. To heal her. She requested that we find you.” Bastan looked Alec up and down. “She tells me that you now study at the university. I’m not sure what an apothecary or a student physicker will able to do anything.”

      Alec’s mind finally started to catch up. He turned back to Sam and his training kicked in. He pulled back the sheet, ignoring Sam’s glare and her protest. “What happened to you, Sam?” he asked as he ran his hands along her arms and then her legs. There was no obvious injury that he could see. Whatever had happened wasn’t visible, yet she was injured badly enough that she wanted him to find a way to help her.

      “I was following someone. I probably shouldn’t have been. It doesn’t matter.”

      Alec’s hands paused. “It does matter. If you hurt this badly, it matters.”

      “And she sent for an apothecary. I find that interesting,” Bastan said.

      Alec glanced up at Bastan. Annoyance that had built up within him from the earliest days within the university bubbled to the surface. “It’s only interesting if you think an apothecary is unable to do any healing.”

      “I don’t have any doubt that you are skilled. I have heard of your father. He’s known to be quite a skilled apothecary. What I am surprised by is the fact that Samara believes that you are able to help with an injury that is untreatable.”

      Alec looked at Sam and recognized the concern on her face. She watched him with a pleading expression, and that told him everything he needed to know. She wasn’t just scared, but terrified. If the injury was as bad as Bastan said, and it meant that she couldn’t walk, she would likely prefer to be dead. She was too proud—and strong—to be dependent on someone else.

      He leaned close, putting his face up to her ear and whispered. “I don’t have any more easar paper.” Even what he had used to get away from the university had required that he write over other things.

      Her gaze drifted to the satchel around his neck. He kept his elbow pressed against it, as he always did, ever since he started carrying the paper and blood ink. “None?”

      He opened the satchel and pulled out the only sheet he had. There was no space remaining for him to write. It was completely occupied by his notes.

      Sam rolled her head away. “You’ve been busy. We had more space remaining before you left for the university.”

      “There was a woman who was sick.”

      Sam smiled sadly. “There always is, isn’t there?”

      Bastan cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to interrupt and keep the two of you from your… whatever it is,” he said, “but if there’s anything I can do to help Samara, I would like to see that it is done.”

      Sam nodded. “It’s okay, Alec. You need to work with Bastan if we’re going to get any help.”

      “Work with me how?” Bastan asked.

      Alec glanced from Sam to Bastan. If she really couldn’t walk, it was likely that she had fractured her spine. It was the kind of injury that wouldn’t be easy to confirm, and it was one that would be untreatable—unless he had easar paper.

      He couldn’t leave Sam like this. Which meant that he had to trust her, and trust that Bastan would not betray them.

      Could he?

      The other choice was to do nothing, admit Sam would remain paralyzed. He had seen men with spinal injuries in the past; none of them had ever walked again. Most of them died quickly, often within a few months. Was that the fate he wanted to commit Sam to?

      He sighed and handed the sheet of easar paper to Bastan.

      The man took the page, and his gaze skimmed across it. “What is this?” Bastan asked.

      “Those are notes,” Alec said.

      Bastan arched a brow. “I can see that these are notes. Why are you showing them to me?”

      “This paper is called easar paper. This is why your tavern was destroyed.”

      “This is the same paper Samara took from the highborn home?”

      Alec nodded. “It’s the same. It’s the reason the city was attacked, and the reason that…” He glanced down to Sam as he trailed off. Maybe he didn’t need to tell Bastan about the princess, not yet.

      “Why is this important?” Bastan asked.

      “Because the paper has specific qualities that can help me,” Sam said.

      “Qualities?”

      She breathed out in a heavy sigh. “If we had any more paper remaining, we could show you.”

      “Show me what?” Bastan asked.

      “Show you why I wanted you to bring Alec here. He’s the only one who can help heal my back.”

      “Why do you think your friend can help your back with this paper?”

      “Because the paper has magical qualities.”

      Bastan started to laugh. “We could barely write on the paper. I’ll give you credit. You did figure out how to write on it, but anything more than that seems unlikely. Paper like this isn’t useful if you can’t write on it. Even then, it’s probably not all that useful.”

      Sam squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s more useful than you could ever imagine.”

      “Sam. Your friend clearly has access to the university. Let’s use that access and see if there’s anything the healers there can do for you. But I think you need to prepare for the fact that you might never be able to walk again.”

      “I can’t use my arms, either. If I can’t use my arms and I can’t use my legs, what am I supposed to do? What am I supposed to be? You think I want to remain an invalid for the rest of my life?”

      “If we can’t heal you, you won’t have much life remaining,” Alec said. “My father has seen paralysis several times. None of those people lived very long after their injury.” He hated to be so brutally honest, but if it was necessary to convince Bastan to help them, he would do it. They needed the paper.

      “Great.” She opened her eyes and turned her head slightly to the side so that she could see Bastan. “You have to have some paper remaining.”

      “Is that why you broke into my office?”

      “I told you—”

      “Yes. You told me that you saw men in my office. There have been strange attacks in the city, but I doubt anyone would attempt to break into an office this far out in the outer sections.”

      Alec turned to her, and she shook her head. “All I was trying to do was find easar paper.” She flicked her gaze over to Bastan. “I know you have some remaining. You wouldn’t have sold all of it. You’re too selfish to sell all of it.”

      He snorted. “If I were selfish, I would have sold all of it.”

      “Do you have any more of the paper remaining?” Alec asked.

      It pained him seeing Sam like this, lying there, unable to move, while trying to remain strong. Even the jokes she made were her attempt to not give in. He knew better, and knew she was scared.

      He was scared. If she could no longer walk, no longer flip over the canals, what would become of her? Would she fade away, drifting in her illness, eventually allowing it to claim her as the paralysis had claimed those his father had attempted to heal?

      “I sold what I had,” Bastan said. “I don’t want to see you like this, Samara, but I don’t know how to help you.”

      “It was my mistake,” Sam said. “I saw something from the princess’s guards, and I thought I needed to find out what they were doing.”

      “What did you detect?” Alec asked.

      She started to tremble.

      “Apothecary—” Bastan blurted.

      Alec reached for her, but the trembling began to ease, fading away quickly. Her breathing became irregular, and he stroked her hair, brushing it back from her forehead. Slowly, too slowly, her breathing began to ease and improve. The trembling did not return.

      “What is this?” Bastan asked.

      Alec shook his head. “I haven’t seen paralysis enough to know. Did she hit her head when she fell?”

      “She felt from several stories up. She was found in the Jaku section.”

      That was the same section where she’d found the paper, he was sure of it. “Why was she there?”

      “That’s what I was trying to understand, as well. She shouldn’t have been. It was lucky her brother happened upon her.”

      “What was Tray doing in that section?”

      “Another question I have no answer for. I believe Marin had set him on his own mission. It’s not one that he shared with me.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “I had thought he would be with you. Sam told him to go find you.”

      Could that have been the first figure Alec had seen in the streets? “Your men found me.”

      Bastan shrugged. “Tray may have gone to the university, then.”

      “There were royal soldiers there.”

      “I imagine there are royal soldiers at the university often. The sections are close together, and it wouldn’t be too surprising to have them working together.”

      He didn’t understand why the soldiers were there, or what they would be doing in the Masters’ section of the library, but those answers seem secondary, now. Alec stared at Sam, continuing to smooth back her hair. “We need that paper,” he said softly.

      “Can you really help her with it?” Bastan asked.

      Alec sighed. “I think… I think I can fix this if we have that paper,” he said.

      Bastan looked at her, and there was a surprising emotion in his eyes. Compassion. “She really is more trouble than she is worth.”

      “No. She’s not.”

      Bastan grunted. “No. She’s not.” Bastan watched Sam for a moment before letting out a deep breath. “I might be able to help, but I would need your assistance.”

      Alec frowned. “Why mine?”

      “You do want to help her, don’t you?”

      Alec wanted nothing more than that. “Very much so.”

      “Then we have some work to do.”
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      Alec followed Bastan until they reached a section of the city that he’d never been to before. That wasn’t terribly surprising, since there were many parts of the city to which he’d never been, but Bastan had a way of navigating through the city that left Alec struggling simply to keep up. Not only did the man moved quickly, but he moved with a confidence that intimidated Alec.

      “Where are we going?” Alec finally asked.

      Bastan slowed long enough for Alec to catch up. “You wanted to help Samara.”

      “I told you I did.”

      “Then you need to come with me.”

      “But where?”

      Bastan looked away from Alec and stared into the distance. “Samara thought I still had most of the paper, but I don’t.”

      “I know. If you did, you would have given it to her, so I could help heal her.”

      “Maybe.”

      Alec smiled inwardly. He knew just how much Sam meant to Bastan, even if the man wasn’t willing to admit it. “Then where is the paper?”

      “There is a certain artist in one of these sections that I sold it to.”

      Alec arched a brow. “An artist?”

      Bastan glared at him. “Is there a problem with that?”

      Alec hurriedly shook his head. “It is not a problem, just… I’m surprised that you sold this paper to an artist.”

      “As I said, it has been of little value to me, but from what I understand, there is a particular way of painting on it that might be effective. I thought that this artist could use it, and…” Bastan shrugged.

      “You know what it takes to write on this paper,” he said.

      “I know. Which was why I thought this particular artist might be successful.”

      As Alec stared at Bastan, he shivered. “They work in blood?”

      “They? No. She. And yes, she works in blood.”

      “Why can’t you simply buy the paper back?”

      “It doesn’t work like that. If I tried to purchase the paper, she would decide that it is far too valuable and likely would charge me a premium. Besides, you have something she might need.”

      Bastan hurried off, saying nothing more, leaving Alec to wonder what he had that this blood artist might need. There was nothing he could come up with that made any sense, nothing that left him feeling anything but unease.

      Alec caught up to Bastan as he crossed over the canal. Bastan said something to the two guards standing watch, and they waved him across without so much as a second glance. How much power to Bastan wield? How well-connected was he in the city? Alec knew that he had connections—he had to for him to be as successful as he was—but he moved from section to section as if he were one of the royal family.

      They reached an outer section. From here, Alec could practically see the sea. He could smell the salt water and heard waves crashing in the distance. An occasional gull cried, splitting the night.

      “Stay close,” Bastan said.

      Alec glanced over, and Bastan had unsheathed his sword. Alec’s eyes widened. Having weapons was forbidden, and carrying them openly… That was something he’d never seen anyone do before.

      “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “I’m sure that getting cut down without being prepared isn’t wise, so this is a little insurance that we won’t get—”

      Three men converged on them, appearing out of an alley.

      Bastan turned to face them. “Not a good idea,” he said.

      One of the men swiped at Bastan with a long, spiked club. “You aren’t from this section. If you were, I—”

      Bastan stabbed forward, slashing faster than Alec could track. The man fell with a spray of blood.

      Bastan glanced at the other two men. “Do either of you think that my not being from this section should matter?”

      The two men shared a look, and they smiled, each withdrawing a sword from a hidden sheath. Was everyone in this section armed? Was this the kind of thing that Bastan dealt with on a regular basis? If Alec had to deal with this often, he didn’t know how he would react. Not as calmly as Bastan managed.

      Bastan stepped in front of Alec, keeping him shielded. “Stay close.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Alec said.

      Bastan lunged. One of the men blocked, and the sound of steel on steel rang out in the night, loud enough that Alec feared it would draw the attention of the city guard, but so far, there had been no sign of soldiers. Then again, this far out in the city, there might not be any soldiers.

      One of the men pressed close, near enough that Alec could practically smell him, and Bastan spun, swinging up his sword and bringing it around in a sharp arc. The nearest attacker fell.

      It left only one man.

      “You can run,” Bastan said. “I won’t hold it against you.”

      “No?” the man asked. He unsheathed a second sword and spun them both, moving with a lithe sort of grace that told Alec he probably knew quite well how to use the swords.

      Maybe he was augmented.

      With what he’d seen, there had to be other Kavers in the city, and maybe there were some who lived on the outskirts of the city, using their abilities like this, rather than how Sam would have used them.

      Bastan assumed a relaxed posture, and surprisingly, when the man attacked, Bastan merely deflected it, bringing his sword around in an almost slow arc, deflecting each of the man’s attacks. He continued a leisurely sort of pace, and Alec began to fear for Bastan, but then, in a flurry of power and speed, he darted forward, swiping twice before the man could react, and splitting him open.

      As the man fell back, his swords clattered to the cobbles, and Bastan wiped his blade on the man’s chest, motioning to Alec to follow. “Time to hurry now.”

      Bastan moved along the street, not bothering to even glance back at the three fallen men.

      There was a part of Alec that felt as if he had an obligation to check on them to see if there was anything he could do for them, but what? Did he think he would try to stitch them back up, only so they could attack him again?

      If he didn’t try to help, what did that make him? Wasn’t he a physicker?

      “Come on, Alec. You’ll get your chance to be a physicker soon enough.”

      Bastan grabbed his sleeve and dragged him forward.

      “I haven’t seen anything like that before.”

      “No? You haven’t seen death?”

      “I haven’t seen fighting like that.”

      “You’ve seen Sam with her staff.”

      “It’s nothing like that.”

      Alec fell silent as they weaved through the streets. With the darkness of night, it made it difficult for him to keep track of where they were. Without Bastan, he wasn’t sure he would be able to make it back on his own. Maybe that was Bastan’s plan. Finally, they stopped at a nondescript building. It was in better shape than many of the buildings nearby, and even had intact windows, unlike some of them that were simply boarded up.

      Bastan pounded on the door. “Back up,” he said.

      Alec did as he was told and moved out of the way. The door flung open, and a sharp-tipped spear flew toward them from the darkened doorway. Had Alec not moved out of the way, he would have been speared through the chest.

      “I’m here to see Mags,” Bastan said.

      “Mags doesn’t see anyone at this time of night.”

      “She’ll see me,” Bastan said.

      A face poked out into the night. It was an elderly man, though as Alec stared, he realized that maybe he wasn’t nearly as old as he seemed.

      “Bastan. You fool. What are you doing coming here at this hour? You know how this section can get.”

      “Only because Mags lets it get like this.”

      “I think others have requested that you make your presence known, but from what I understand, you have refused.”

      “This place isn’t for me, not yet,” Bastan said. “Now, Henrik, are you going to let me in?”

      The old man stepped out of the way, and Bastan hurried inside. He glanced back at Alec and gave a tip of his head, nodding for him to follow. Alec did so, not wanting to argue with Bastan, and certainly not wanting to stay on the street. Every so often, he thought he saw movement and he jumped. If he stayed here, something would surely happen, and without Bastan… Alec had no doubt he would not survive for long without Bastan.

      Henrik led them through what turned out to be a tidy house. It was not decorated with anything but had decent-quality furniture and appeared comfortable. A hearth in the corner had glowing embers. They passed through the room and up a set of stairs, and the upper level was different. It was completely empty, except for a single person standing in the middle of the room, carrying what appeared to be a long stick that touched the ground.

      “Mags. Bastan thought he should pay you a visit.”

      The woman—Mags—looked up. She had a long face and a hooked nose. Her eyes seemed to catch light that didn’t exist in the darkened room, almost as if they glowed. Dark hair stuck out in spikes, giving her a wild appearance. Despite that, there was something about her that Alec felt, almost a power that radiated from her.

      “Bastan.” She said his name with far more warmth than Alec would have expected out of her. “To what do I owe this visit?”

      “Last time I was here, you mentioned your son.”

      Mags approached, and Alec saw streaks of darkness on Mags’s arms and face. It took a moment for him to realize that it was blood. He tried not to think about what kind of blood it might be. Hopefully, it was only animal blood, but with the violence that he’d seen in the street below, he wouldn’t put it past someone in this section to use human blood.

      “I said that as part of our conversation, Bastan, but I didn’t expect you to bring me someone to paint with.”

      Bastan smiled, glancing over at Alec. “I’m afraid that you won’t be able to paint with this one, Mags.”

      “Is that right? I suppose you would put him under your protection.”

      Bastan studied him for a moment, almost as if trying to decide whether he would answer in the affirmative or not. Finally, he nodded. “This one is under my protection.”

      “Like the other.”

      Bastan nodded. “Like the other.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I thought you might want the services of a physicker.”

      Alec blinked and resisted the temptation to correct Bastan. He wasn’t a physicker. He was barely a student, having only been there for a short while. He might have been promoted to a senior student, but that didn’t mean he was anywhere near close to being a junior physicker.

      “Physicker? What do I need that for? You understand—”

      “I understand that your son needs help, Mags. You’ve clearly tried other things, or you wouldn’t still be here painting.”

      “What’s your point, Bastan?”

      “Let him help.”

      “Why would you do this?”

      “I’m a businessman, Mags. You understand that everything I do has a cost.”

      “Unfortunately, I am quite aware of the cost of your services.”

      “I’ve found another artist that I would like to experiment with.”

      Mags glared at him for a moment. “Another artist? You haven’t even allowed me the chance to show you what I can do.”

      “I have no doubt that you will create something breathtaking,” Bastan said. “But I do think I should have held on to a little bit of my parchment, if only to discover what this other artist might be able to do with it.”

      Mags stared at Bastan for a moment, and then she shifted her gaze to Alec. When she did, Alec could practically feel something crawling on his skin. No longer did he question whether there was power in the way she looked at him. He was certain of it.

      He hadn’t known of any magic before learning of what he and Sam could do, the Kaver and Scribe, though there were rumors of other magics in the city.

      “There’s nothing that can be done for him. It doesn’t make sense for you to even try,” Mags said.

      “You haven’t seen what he can offer.”

      “No. Because there is nothing he could offer that would be of any assistance.”

      “Ah, then I was mistaken. It’s probably for the best. I wouldn’t want you to think there is another artist that might be better than you.”

      “There are no better artists than me, not in the form that I use.”

      Bastan only shrugged.

      Mags glared at him. “Fine. Come with me.”

      She dropped the stick, and it clattered to the ground, causing Alec to jump.

      Mags glanced over and shook her head. “This one? This is the one you think might help Nashon?”

      “He’s not used to this section. He is a little less jumpy in other sections, and at other times of day.”

      They walked through the loft and into a small room, a single bed the only furniture. On the bed was a man of about thirty years of age. He was sickly, with arms and legs that had atrophied, and skin that had taken on a tightness, almost a sheen to it. He writhed in place, moaning, and his eyes darted from place to place.

      Alec touched Bastan’s arm, and the tall man leaned down to hear. “I don’t think I can help him,” Alec whispered.

      “You won’t know until you do an assessment, will you?”

      “I have seen illness like this before,” Alec said. “It is—”

      Bastan tapped him on the shoulder. “Physicker, perform your assessment and then tell me what you think.”

      Alec glanced from Mags to Bastan before finally sighing. What choice did he have?

      He began his assessment, starting with the heart, listening carefully. Nashon’s heartbeat was regular and steady, and there were no additional sounds, nothing that made him suspicious that something more significant was taking place. His breathing was regular, and though he fought as Alec attempted to listen, there was nothing there that suggested an underlying deficit.

      He moved on to examine his stomach, checking his abdomen, but not really expecting anything. From there, he moved to his skin, looking at the way it had withdrawn, the tightness to it. As he assessed the man, he didn’t expect he would be able to help. Perhaps with easar paper, but without it? This man was afflicted by something that had taken him too far from the possibility of recovery.

      He looked at his fingers and then his toes, working along to at least perform a thorough evaluation. Whether or not it mattered still remained to be seen. Alec glanced up at Bastan. “I’ll need more light,” he said.

      “Why?” Mags asked.

      “For me to complete my examination, I want to look into his mouth. I also need to be able to better see his skin than I can with the faint light in the room.”

      “There is nothing on his skin, and there’s nothing in his mouth.”

      “You’re probably right. But still, I’m here, and I’d like to take a closer look.”

      Bastan disappeared, leaving Alec alone with Mags and her son. Alec didn’t dare say anything, terrified by this woman in a way that he wasn’t terrified of even Bastan. It wasn’t so much that there was the sense of power around her, it was more the strangeness that he detected. Maybe it was all imagined, but maybe there was something to it. And if there was, he wanted to make certain he didn’t get drawn up into whatever blood painting she intended. He didn’t want to have any reason for her to be angry with him or think to pull him into her next creation.

      “How has Bastan managed to infiltrate the university?”

      Alec shook his head. “He hasn’t infiltrated the university.”

      “No? Then why are you with Bastan at this time of night? Obviously, you owe him something.”

      “I don’t owe him anything,” Alec said.

      “No? Then you are simply serving Bastan because you choose to? That is even more interesting.”

      “I’m not serving him at all,” Alec said.

      “You wouldn’t be with him if you weren’t serving him.” Mags took a step toward Alec, and she inhaled deeply. “There is something about you that I can almost smell. Something within your blood that I can almost feel. I don’t know what it is, but I—”

      Bastan returned, carrying a lantern. He lit it, and the room became much easier to see. In the light, Mags didn’t look quite as intimidating, though she watched him with a strange gleam in her wild eyes.

      Could she detect his Scribe blood? She was a blood artist, so he suspected it was possible, but what would there be for her to detect?

      He shivered to himself. He tried not to let those thoughts get to him. He tried not to allow himself to even think about what this woman might be capable of doing.

      “Hold the lantern up to his face,” Alec said.

      Bastan glanced over at him, and a half-smile crossed his face. He did as Alec asked, and Alec opened the other man’s mouth, looking inside. His tongue was blackened, a strange discoloration. His teeth were blackened on the back side, also, but not the front.

      Alec frowned. He grabbed the lantern and pulled it closer, and then moved Nashon’s nostril, twisting it so that he could get a better view. As he did, he saw streaks of darkness in there, as well.

      “What is it?” Bastan asked.

      “How long has he had this discoloration?” he asked Mags.

      The woman pulled on Nashon’s mouth, prying it open and looking inside. “That? That has been there…”

      “It’s been there since the symptoms began, hasn’t it?” Alec asked.

      Mags nodded.

      “What is it?” Bastan asked. “Wait.” He turned to Mags. “If you want to know what has afflicted him, then I will require five sheets of the paper.”

      “Five? You only had a dozen for me to play with.”

      “Then you will keep more than half. I require five.”

      Mags glanced from Alec to Bastan. She frowned as she stared at Alec, almost as if trying to determine whether he actually knew anything or not. She disappeared from the room, leaving Alec and Bastan standing next to Nashon. Surprisingly, Henrik had left him alone ever since they had come up with Mags.

      “Do you really know what’s wrong with him?” Bastan asked. Alec nodded. He started to answer when Bastan shook his head. “Because if you say that you do, and you do not, and this treatment fails, she will come after both of us.”

      “Why do I have the sense that you’re not concerned about that?”

      “Oh, I would be concerned, but I also know exactly what I would be dealing with. You, on the other hand…”

      Alec stared at Nashon. It was a simple solution, though a complex treatment. “I know what this is,” he said.

      Mags returned, and she held five sheets of easar paper in her hand. Alec could tell what it was from where he stood. He longed to grab the paper, and smiled to himself, knowing that even if his treatment for Nashon was unsuccessful, he could simply use the easar paper to help him—that was, as long as Sam survived.

      “The paper,” Bastan said, holding his hand out.

      Mags gave the sheets to Bastan. He counted them before stuffing them into his pocket.

      The woman turned to Alec, waiting.

      “You said that he started having symptoms after you noticed discoloration of his tongue. It’s from the steam fields.”

      “The what?”

      “There are mushrooms in the steam fields. They grow along the underside of rocks and can cause this type of illness. It doesn’t happen often. Most of the time, people end up with something almost like hallucinations, a vividness to everything they see, but a certain percentage of people will suffer.” Alec thought about the person at the hospital ward, and the physicker who had been treating them.

      Mags stared at him. “Even if I were to admit that he’d been in the steam fields, and ingested these mushrooms you speak of, what treatment would there be for this? He hasn’t been there in years.”

      Years. She had kept him like this for a long time, longer than most at the university would have managed.

      “It’s not simply a withdrawal from the mushrooms. You need to scrape the inside of one of the steam vents. There is a yellowish deposit that grows there. It is foul smelling, but it will counteract the effects of the mushrooms. It needs to be administered five times a day for weeks, usually, but in this case, I would continue to administer it for as long as he will cooperate.”

      Mags stared at him. “And how long will it take before I know whether it’s working?”

      Alec shrugged. “Maybe a week. Maybe a little longer, considering how long he’s been sick. But soon.”

      Mags stroked her son’s hair. “You understand the price if this fails, Bastan?” she asked without looking up.

      “I understand.”

      “I will have your artwork to you soon.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      With that, Bastan guided Alec down the stairs and back out to the street. They hurried along, saying nothing. Alec didn’t relax until they reached the Caster section, where Bastan veered off, motioning for Alec to head to the tavern.

      “Go to Samara. I have something I need to do first,” he said, handing Alec the pages.

      “You risked yourself there, didn’t you?” Alec finally asked.

      “If you are wrong, and if your treatment for her son fails…”

      “I don’t think it will fail, but—”

      “Then it won’t. Go take care of Samara.”

      Bastan disappeared into the night, and Alec hurried back to the tavern, and to Sam, and hoped that they had enough time, and that the easar paper would be enough to help her. He hoped that he and Bastan hadn’t risked too much to get it back.
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      Alec took the pages of easar paper and spread them on the open section of the cot. These were blank pages, something he hadn’t had the luxury of using in quite some time. He needed to relax so he could focus. In order to help Sam, he needed to find just the right language. If he didn’t, he wasn’t sure he would be able to heal her.

      He was accustomed to being able to help people, of healing, and not having a way to help Sam pained him. He opened his satchel and withdrew the pages of easar paper that he’d used before, scanning them. None of them had any free space. He had written on both sides, writing in a tight script as he went, doing whatever necessary so they could continue to practice. They had been cautious with their paper, knowing they needed to conserve it, not wanting to run out before they had a chance to find more. And it still hadn’t mattered.

      He thought of all the times they had used the easar paper before. There’d been the time when he had tried to heal Marin, and all of the times they had placed augmentations. Those were much more common. He had small annotations indicating pages in his journal next to each attempt, a way to keep track of what they had tried and the different combinations of their blood as they blended the ink.

      What would it take this time?

      It would have to be just right so that whatever he did was enough to heal Sam. If he made a mistake, not only would she not benefit from it, but it was possible that using easar paper might make things worse. He needed to ensure that the ratio blood used in the ink as well as the language used to describe her injuries were perfect.

      His healings, even before he’d known what he was doing, seemed to work well, with no thought of blood ratios. The different ratios seemed to have the most impact when augmenting Sam for more power, speed, and the like. They’d had so few attempts that had worked well. He had to hope the simple mixture of their blood was what she needed to be healed.

      His gaze drifted across a page to the line he’d written that had turned her into a giant. He smiled to himself. He remembered how frustrated she had been, but his mind had been on his own situation—about not having the opportunity to go to the university and study. What had he been thinking then? Why had he been so fixated on what he wanted and less concerned about what the two of them needed—and could be?

      Had he been with her when this happened, he could have augmented her, and she wouldn’t have had these injuries.

      Then again, he couldn’t have augmented her, not without easar paper.

      “I’m so sorry, Sam,” Alec said softly.

      Sam’s eyes fluttered open. It was the first movement she had made since her tremor. “Don’t be foolish, Alec. The only person to blame for this is me. If I decided to track those men, I wouldn’t have been on the roof and wouldn’t have fallen.”

      “What did you see when you went after them?”

      “They moved quickly, and when I saw that they carried canal staffs, I thought I could figure out more about what we can do. I was just trying to find easar paper, trying to find a way that we can continue to practice. This is my fault.”

      Sam coughed, and a slight tremor worked through her. She didn’t lose consciousness this time, not as she had the first time.

      “I’m sorry. I should have listened to you. I didn’t mean to chase you off when you wanted to use the blood ink and the easar paper to help others. I’ve been selfish. I know that all you’ve ever wanted was to be a healer. I don’t want to take that from you. I don’t want to change the person that you are.”

      Alec squeezed her hand. “Maybe you have helped me find the person I’m supposed to be.”

      Sam leaned back and let out a heavy sigh. “Great.”

      “What?”

      “A few weeks at the university, and already you have become a philosopher. Maybe you should return.” She smiled and coughed again.

      Alec brushed her hair out of her face and continued stroking her cheek. It was the only part of her that she could likely feel, especially if her back was injured as badly as it seemed. With no ability to use her hands, it would have to be. Alec had studied enough of his father’s anatomy books, books he now knew must’ve come from the university, to know that the injury must be significant.

      “Where’s Bastan?”

      Alec shook his head. “I think he went to see what happened with Tray. He cares about you.”

      “Of course Tray cares about me. He’s my brother.”

      “That’s not who I meant.”

      “I’m not going to think about Bastan. Not right now.”

      Alec squeezed Sam’s hand. “What if this doesn’t work?”

      “If it doesn’t work, then maybe it would be better if you simply fed me to the eels.”

      “Sam—”

      “I can’t stay like this, Alec. If you can’t heal me—if the easar paper doesn’t work—I can’t stay like this.”

      Alec swallowed. His throat felt dry. “I don’t think I can live without you.”

      “You go back to the university, and you’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t talk like that. I’ll—”

      She watched him, almost as if expecting him to say something more, but he didn’t. And maybe he should, but he couldn’t. Sam let her eyes drift closed and Alec stared at her, wondering if there was anything he could say, anyway to express how he felt, but what he needed to do was heal her.

      “How did you land?”

      “Why does that matter?” Sam asked.

      “Because the mechanism of your injury is important.” It was easier for him to focus on things like that, to think about injuries and treatment, rather than thinking about things he couldn’t necessarily change. “If I know how you were hurt, maybe I can heal it more efficiently.”

      “I don’t remember. I—”

      A tremor washed over her, silencing her. Alec touched her forehead and her cheeks, holding on to her and waiting for the tremor to pass. It took a long time, far too long. Her eyes were closed, and eventually, her breathing regulated and she fell into something resembling sleep.

      “What happened?”

      Alec turned back and saw Bastan. “Did you find Tray?”

      “No. I don’t know what happened with him. Why haven’t you helped Samara?”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out how.”

      “How exactly does this paper make a difference?”

      Alec looked over at Bastan. Doing this would reveal them to him, but after seeing the way Bastan looked at Sam, what choice did he have?

      “I need a bowl.”

      “Why a bowl?”

      “Just know that I do.”

      “What kind?” Bastan asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. Large enough to hold several vials of liquid.”

      Bastan disappeared before returning and handing him an ornate, ceramic bowl. “Will this work?”

      Alec nodded and set it on the floor in front of him. He made a small incision in his hand, just enough to draw blood to the surface, and allowed it to drip into the bowl. Bastan watched, saying nothing. When he reached for Sam’s hand, Bastan grabbed him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This is the secret to the paper.”

      “Your blood?” When Alec nodded, Bastan shook his head. “Sam said that she used blood to write on it before, but it never worked when I tried it.”

      “Maybe it requires a specific person with a specific set of abilities for it to work.”

      “What kind of abilities?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Alec pricked her finger, drawing only a few drops. He would let the ratio be more predominantly his, drawing strength from himself rather than from her. When those drops dripped into the bowl, he mixed them slowly.

      Was her breathing slowing down?

      If so, he needed to work quickly.

      He dipped his pen into the blood ink, swirling it together. He squeezed his eyes closed and focused, taking a deep breath as he did. The next words would be the most important words he’d ever written, and the most important attempt he’d ever made to heal someone. He tried not to think about whether it would work or not.

      Alec pushed away fear. He pushed away the self-doubt that had plagued him ever since he’d been given the opportunity to go to the university. He pushed away any disbelief. Sam needed his full attention, and the best he had to offer. She needed his focus.

      Then he began writing.

      Fall from a great height. Suspect it was three stories. Landed on cobbles, now unable to move. No sensation in hands, arms, legs, or feet. No movement in her extremities. Suspect spinal injury.

      Alec lifted his pen from the page and debated what to write next. These words would be crucial. From what he had seen, the treatment part was almost as important as anything else.

      This was where he needed to focus.

      Healing will require extensive surgery, possibly more complicated than what is currently available. Spine will need to be fused. Fractured bones must be given time to heal. Lgahun leaves can expedite healing, but only in fresh form. Calcid will help with bone strength.

      Would that be enough?

      Alec decided to add something more. If he didn’t, he would wonder whether everything he’d tried so far would fail anyway.

      Recovery will require extensive practice walking and additional training to help her regain lost function. This could be expedited through a combination of…

      He racked his mind for what might work but couldn’t come up with anything. What was the key to helping her regain function more rapidly, if it were to happen at all?

      It would require their power.

      That was the answer, but did it matter? Would the easar paper work like that?

      He touched the pen back on the page.

      Scribe and Kaver magic.

      Bastan leaned over Alec’s shoulder. “Did it work?”

      Alec shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      As he said it, fatigue worked through him, along with a cold that started deep within his legs and worked up to his head. Usually, that was a good sign when working with easar paper, but he wasn’t sure whether that meant she was healed or he was simply tired from his attempt.

      “All we can do is wait.”
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      Sam awoke slowly.

      She drifted for a while before she came around. Her mind was a fog, mostly a mixture of pain and nothingness. She was broken. Her back was injured badly enough that she would not be able to recover. Bastan had said that she would not be able to walk again, and she had no reason to doubt that.

      If she couldn’t walk—and if she couldn’t use the canal staff and jump the canals, climb the roofs, and basically have the same freedom that she had prior to her injury—she wasn’t sure she wanted to live.

      What would the point of that be?

      She became aware of voices around her. There was a hand touching her cheek, and she remembered the way that Alec brushed hair from her face, and the soft caress of his hand on her cheek. It had been comforting having him there, pleasantness that she had forgotten. It was strange having someone care for her and want to take care of her. That had always been her job, especially with Tray.

      Tray.

      He was missing. She remembered that much. He had found her, but then he had been sent after Alec. Why had he not returned with Alec?

      He remembered Alec saying that Bastan’s men had brought him here. Tray would still be missing. Could he be at the university?

      Were it not for what she’d witnessed, and the fact that she had a growing fear that there were other Kavers in the city, she wouldn’t be worried about Tray. But there was something going on that she was still not certain of.

      Voices became more distinct. She recognized both Alec and Bastan.

      There was no Tray.

      Pain returned, but it was a general, throbbing type of pain. It felt natural and expected.

      It wasn’t so much that she felt pain, but where she felt pain. She felt it all over, surging through her arms and legs—and through her back. A steady ache, and it was one that she welcomed.

      “Easar?” she croaked.

      Someone grabbed her hand. She could feel it. It was almost enough to make her want to let out a yell of excitement.

      “We have some easar paper, thanks to Bastan,” Alec said.

      “Did he… Did he keep it from us?”

      “He didn’t keep it from you. He made a mistake and sold it. But he helped me acquire a small supply and has now seen what it takes to use the paper.”

      “Alec—”

      “No, Sam. This needed happen.”

      “Will I be…” She couldn’t finish. She needed to know if she would ever walk again, or if Alec had been unable to heal her, even with the paper. Worse, she didn’t know how to feel about it. She wanted to regain movement and be able to stand and walk and jump, but more than that, she wanted to feel augmentations again.

      Was that terrible of her?

      “I don’t know if you will fully recover. We’ve never tested it like this. What do you feel?” Alec asked.

      “Pain.”

      “That’s a start. Pain is better than numbness.”

      “Only if it’s you who doesn’t feel the pain,” she said.

      Her vision began to clear, and she could now see Alec leaning over her. His eyes were drawn, and a worry creased his brow. But there was relief on his face. He worried about her, but then she knew that he did. She knew that he cared about her. She could hear it in the inflection in his voice and the way he touched her face. And the fact that he had risked his position at the university to come here.

      “We need to find Tray.”

      “He went to the university for your apothecary friend,” Bastan said.

      Sam looked over to see Bastan standing with his hands clasped behind his back. Surprisingly, the painting of the canals rested along the far wall. “Why did you bring that?”

      “A map,” Bastan said. “Now. Help me understand what this is all about. If it’s all about this paper…”

      “I don’t know why it should be. I don’t think the university has access to the paper. And now with the princess—”

      Alec ground. “Don’t tell me you’ve been following the princess again.”

      “She’s involved,” Sam said. “There are Kavers with her.”

      “Kavers?” Bastan asked.

      “Others like me.”

      “If they’re like you, why would they have come after my tavern?”

      “It’s my fault,” Sam said. It all had to be her fault. She had gone searching for easar paper, wanting to continue to work with Alec, hoping to bring him back, and it had taken injury to her to bring them back together. “I thought to…”

      Alec grabbed her hand and squeezed. “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore.”

      Sam fell silent, trying to decide what she needed to do. It troubled her that Tray was missing. It troubled her that Marin seemed to be involved but was also missing.

      “Where is Marin?” Alec asked, putting voice to the thoughts that were in her head.

      Bastan shook his head. “Marin often disappears. That is one of her many traits. I suspect it is tied to her smuggling operation.”

      “And Tray?” Alec asked.

      “As I said, he went for you at my request,” Bastan said.

      But Marin had said he was supposed to stay away from the university. Why?

      She thought of the interactions she’d had with Marin each time they had encountered the men like the ones she had followed. If they were Kavers, why had Marin warned Sam away, telling her that she wasn’t ready?

      Could Marin have been following the other Kavers?

      There would only be one reason, and it had to do with Tray.

      “I need to go to the palace,” Sam said.

      She tried to move and managed to shift in place, more than she would have been able to do before. At least her muscles were responding to her now. Before there had been nothing. Numbness.

      “Sam—” Alec started.

      She shook her head. “I need to get up. I need to get to Tray, before they get to him first.” And the princess had Kavers who worked for her. Even if Marin didn’t want her to involve the princess, how else could she help her brother? She looked over to Bastan. “It’s my fault. They will think Tray is a Theln. It’s my fault. I have to be the one to go after him. And I need answers.” If it involved Kavers, she had to go. And the princess owed her answers.

      “You were paralyzed,” Alec said, trying to put a hand on her. “You might still have some deficit. You shouldn’t be attempting to get up like this.”

      Sam shot Alec a hard look, but he continued to push her back down. Bastan remained standing off to the side, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Why does it have to be you?” Alec asked, his face pained. “If Marin knew that this was a risk, why can it not be her?”

      “Because we don’t know where she is,” Sam said. And it’s possible that she’s already been caught. That might explain why they hadn’t seen her since that night. “Who else is going to help Tray? If I had not gone after him, he would still be in prison.”

      “I seem to recall that I was attempting to help him,” Bastan said.

      “Really?” Sam managed to sit up. She suppressed a small cry of victory, not wanting them to know how hard that had been. “I don’t recall you being all that eager to help. Had you done more, I wouldn’t have had to attempt to break into the palace.”

      “You often believe that others aren’t doing anything when there are times when tasks take longer than you realize,” Bastan said.

      “And this? Do you think this should take longer?”

      “I don’t exactly know what this is. All I know is that you have been skulking around various sections of the city, risking yourself when you should not. If this was all about the paper…”

      “It wouldn’t have to have been had Marin helped.”

      “Then maybe she was trying to protect you,” Bastan said.

      “I don’t need to be protected,” she said. She glared at Bastan. He tried to protect her. Marin tried to protect her. Even Tray tried to protect her.

      It was her role to be the one to watch over her brother.

      She stood. Her legs were weak and wobbly, but she managed to stay upright.

      It was progress.

      She would take whatever progress she could and attempted to take a few steps.

      Her legs supported her weight, but her steps were tentative.

      Would she be strong enough—and agile enough—to reach the palace?

      She had to try. If the princess had Kavers there, and if they had somehow discovered Tray, she had to try. It would mean revealing herself, but maybe some good could come of it. Maybe Sam could learn more about what it meant to be a Kaver.

      She glanced over to Alec, considering her options. “Do you think you can augment me?”

      Alec watched her for a long moment. “After the healing—”

      “Alec, I’m going to do this. Do you think you can augment me?”

      He sighed, glancing down at the easar paper. Finally, he shrugged. “Possibly? I don’t know. It’s possible that I can add enough strength for you to reach the palace.”

      “And then what?” Bastan asked. “What do you intend once you reach the palace? What do you think you can do? If there are others like you, do you intend to oppose them?”

      “Maybe nothing. Maybe all I will do is reveal myself, but if I can convince them not to hurt Tray…”

      She took a few steps, her strength slowly returning. Her legs no longer felt quite as weak. She made her way to the corner of the room where her canal staff leaned against the wall. Sam took it, using it for support, and turned back to both Bastan and Alec.

      “I’m going after him.”

      She looked over to Alec and could tell from the expression on his face that he wanted to object, but he didn’t. “Fine,” he started. “But don’t blame me if I turn you into a giant to keep you alive.”

      Sam swung her canal staff toward Alec, but she didn’t have enough force. He easily avoided her attempt. It was probably for the best. She didn’t have enough control over her strength yet to avoid cracking his skull, and if she did, she wasn’t sure she would be able to help him.

      “When do you want to go?” Alec asked.

      “Now.”

      Bastan glanced from her to Alec, shaking his head. “If you’re going to be stubborn enough to do this, I will at least help get you there.”

      “I think I can get there,” Sam said.

      “Really? It seems like you are relying on the support of your staff. I can get you across most of the bridges. There are a few places that I don’t have enough influence, including the palace, so you will have to depend on your friend for access, but we can get close.”

      Sam took a deep breath, testing her legs again. Finding them strong enough to carry her, she nodded.
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      Making their way through the city was a slow process. Sam depended on her canal staff far more than she had thought she’d have to. Her strength had not fully returned, though it did seem to be improving. She was using the staff less and less with each step, though she worried what it would take when they finally did reach the palace. Crossing the canal would require a significant jump, something she had to admit she wasn’t prepared for. All she could hope for was that Alec might augmentation her to give her the strength she’d need.

      Alec glanced at her, never saying anything, but the tension on his face told her that he worried for her. There wasn’t anything she could say that would reassure him.

      Bastan did as promised and managed to get them across each of the intervening bridges without her needing to jump. He escorted her and Alec and flashed some documentation at the men guarding the bridges, though Sam never managed to make out what it was. She suspected Alec could have gotten them across, especially with his university credentials, but Bastan didn’t let him even try.

      By the time they neared the university, Sam was starting to feel a little bit stronger. She looked around, realizing this was near where she had fallen. Was it intentional that they had come the same way, or was it simply chance that had brought her so close to where she had nearly died? She started to slow and Bastan nudged her gently.

      “Where did he find me?”

      “Samara—”

      “Where?”

      “Does it matter? You survived. You walk. You should have done neither.”

      Bastan glanced to Alec, almost seeking his support. Finally, he shrugged. “This way.”

      He led them down a narrow street with massive buildings on either side. Sam didn’t recognize them, though she had been traveling along the rooftops. She looked up, searching to see if she could find anything that might be familiar, but there was nothing.

      Bastan stopped in front of a building with a faded street sign. The cobbles were stained, and it took a moment for her to realize that it was blood. Her blood.

      “You were here.”

      “This is where I found the paper. Why here? What’s special about this section?” she asked.

      Bastan shook his head. “There is nothing special about the section. It’s a highborn section, no different from any others in this part of the city, if closer to the university than some.”

      “There has to be something. This is where I followed the Kavers.”

      Bastan waited while Sam studied the ground, and then she stood, looking up at the rooftops again. As she stared, she saw the place where she had scrambled for the edge of rooftop, slipping before falling. She remembered the fall vividly. The fear she’d felt. The knowledge that she would disappoint Alec and Tray. And then she remembered the pain.

      “Samara?”

      She shook herself. “We can go.”

      Bastan watched her, but he didn’t say anything before leading them onward. They veered through a few different sections, heading over bridges, passing over them with a single word from Bastan.

      In the distance, she saw the university. It was an impressive series of buildings that towered over others nearby. There were sprawling ivy-covered spires, and a massive courtyard opened up in front of the building. At this time of night, there were none of the crowds that were found earlier in the day, no throngs of people attempting to gain entry into the university with the hope of healing. It was a misplaced hope. From what Alec had told her, the requirement for entry, forcing people to pay multiple times before they were offered healing, was designed only to help highborns.

      “Tray went there for you,” she said to Alec.

      Not the palace. She had it in her mind that she needed to go to the palace, to see what she might discover of the Kavers that she was convinced had been following her, sent by the princess. But she had come looking for Tray, not because she wanted to know anything about the Kavers.

      “We don’t know what happened with Tray,” Alec said.

      Sam looked over at him. “We don’t, but that was where he went. He went looking for you, which means that before we do anything else, we need to go and see what might’ve happened.”

      Bastan looked over. “I thought the plan was for you to attempt to reach the princess.”

      Sam glanced over to the palace section. From here, it was close enough that she could see the stone buildings gleaming in the night. Even were she somehow able to get into the palace—something that would be difficult even with the ability to place augmentations—she would have to reach the princess without getting caught and getting injured.

      But if Tray was at the university, then she could search for him there. Alec at least knew his way around, which gave him an advantage.

      When she looked over at Alec, she studied him. “I won’t go if it will cause you too many problems.”

      “You need to find your brother. I’ll help. You know that.”

      She stared across the canal, watching, deciding that maybe it was best for her to go to the university first, and from there she could decide what she would do. Maybe her strength would return, and she would be able to go after the princess in the palace later.

      “Samara,” Bastan said.

      She turned to see him pointing.

      He motioned across the canal, not toward the university but toward the palace. Sam looked in the direction he pointed and saw three shadowed figures, two carrying a third. She couldn’t tell who the other two were, but the third was unmistakable. The figure was too large to be anyone but Tray.

      “Tray,” she whispered.

      “Go,” Bastan said.

      She started forward, but Alec grabbed her arm. “I know you’re skilled with the canal staff, but this is too wide. Crossing it would be impossible were you well, and I’ve seen the way that you’ve moved here. What happens when your jump fails?”

      She breathed out heavily. “Then I swim,” she said.

      “Yes. You swim, until one of the eels grabs you.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Like I didn’t hate them enough as it was. Just… Just try an augmentation.”

      Alec stared at her for a moment before pulling the satchel off his shoulder and taking out a sheet of easar paper. He crouched and pulled a pen from the satchel, and then used the blood they had mixed before. It was a different concentration than what they had used when they’d practiced before, a ratio that was predominantly his blood rather than hers. They weren’t certain what that ratio meant—without having time to practice, how could they be?

      Alec made a few notes and then glanced up at her. Why was there a hint of a smile on his face? “You’re not going to—”

      Alec stared at her for a moment. Then he shook his head. “Not that, but I have a few ideas that might work.”

      Bastan watched, staying silent.

      As he wrote, the augmentation took hold. It washed through her, a cool sense that started at her feet and washed upward.

      “What is it?” she asked Alec.

      “Strength. Speed. The usual.”

      As she walked to the edge of the canal, preparing to jump, inhaling the smells and noting the slight stink of water mixed with the floral fragrance from the university side, Bastan touched her hand.

      “Samara, be careful.”

      “I have to get to Tray.”

      “I know you do. It’s just… There are things that are taking place in the city that are beyond my ability to reach.”

      She sensed from Bastan that was difficult for him to admit. “Don’t worry, Bastan. There are things that are happening in the city that are beyond my ability to understand. I’m going to get to Tray. And then we’re going to get answers.”

      She launched through the air and planted the canal staff into the basin of the canal. She gave a kick, and it sent her soaring so that she flipped over to the other side of the canal. With the augmentation, one of strength and speed, she kicked even farther than was usual for her.

      As she soared through the air, she grinned. More than usual, she felt like she was flying. She felt free. It was an unusual sensation for her.

      She landed ten steps away from the edge of the canal and glanced back to see the water gently rippling in the faint moonlight.

      Had she really cleared the entire canal with that much room to spare?

      The augmentation had helped, but there were limits to augmentations. She knew them and had experienced what happened when those augmentations faded, the way that she would suddenly lose them, often at the least convenient time. Hopefully, having Alec watching would ensure that they didn’t fade. With a greater supply of easar paper, she didn’t have to worry quite as much.

      Alec watched her from the other side, standing shoulder to shoulder with Bastan. He held the pages of easar paper, with the satchel resting on his shoulder. She couldn’t tell, but she imagined worry crossed both men’s faces.

      Sam turned away and headed forward. She followed the figures that had dragged Tray. When she reached the next canal, the one leading over to the palace, she hesitated. This would be nearly as difficult a jump, but if Alec did as she expected, she would maintain her augmentations. She was aware of when the augmentations faded, which meant that he would be aware of when they faded and could place another—at least until their blood ran out.

      The canal was as wide here as it was near the university. Sam took a running start and jumped.

      She soared, barely needing to press her staff into the middle of the canal before flipping to the other side and landing. She raced forward and managed to catch sight of the two figures dragging Tray into the building.

      She couldn’t go through the main entrance, but was there another way in?

      Ivy grew along the side of the building, and windows dotted the walls, most with thick bars across them. It made her wonder whether the bars were designed to keep others out or to keep those inside trapped. A few of the windows flickered with faint candlelight. One of those windows was open to the night, no bars blocking it.

      That was where she would have to go, but it would require that she crawl along the side of the building. She could use the ivy to climb above the shrubbery growing below, but would she be able to hang on to it long enough to reach one of those windows?

      Sam reached the building and kept her cloak wrapped around her, concealing herself as she backed against the wall. There would be soldiers here, and it was possible, even likely, she would encounter Kavers, so she needed to move quickly. As she gripped the ivy tightly, she started up. Were she any heavier, more like Tray, she might peel the ivy away and tumble to the ground. Instead, she nimbly managed to make her way up toward the open window, passing a few of the barred windows along the way.

      At one, she hesitated, grabbing the bars to see if she could pry them free, but they were embedded deeply into the stone. What if she were smaller and able to pass through? Alec could place an augmentation that would shrink her, but she was already small enough; she didn’t like the idea of being shrunken even more.

      She shook the thought away and continued up the wall until the ivy began to thin. From here, she would have to move more carefully. She reached for a window ledge and pulled herself up, thankful that the window was dark and that no one seemed to be moving inside. She jumped to the next window, and then the next, pulling herself along, the augmentation giving her enough strength to launch to the next one.

      Kyza, but she hoped the augmentations didn’t fail now.

      Then she reached the window with the light and crawled inside. She was on the second floor, and not so high that she would have gotten too far ahead of the men dragging Tray. She glanced around the room, thankful that it was empty and barely registering that it looked to be someone’s bedroom, with a fancy bed and wardrobe in one corner with a table and shelves on the other wall.

      Reaching the door, she pulled it open.

      The hallway was lit by lantern light set into sconces. Paintings hanging on the walls were more formal than any she had ever seen, and the kind that Bastan would have loved to get ahold of. A few sculptures interrupted the sequence of paintings along the way.

      She sneaked forward. If she were captured now, there would be no way of avoiding prison. It might be worse than that, but Sam had to hope that if she were caught, she could reveal what she had done to help the princess and might be rewarded for it. Would it matter to the princess that she was a Kaver?

      She heard footsteps at the end of the hallway.

      Sam hurried toward them, knowing that if she caught up to the other two—Kavers or not—she could find where they were taking Tray.

      When they came up the stairs, Sam remained against the wall, her cloak wrapped around her shoulders. They didn’t come down her way, choosing another hallway, close enough that she could see were they went.

      Sam tracked them down the hall and watched them enter a room, closing the door behind them. Hurrying along, she was thankful that no one else seemed to be in the hallway. Why would that be?

      Maybe it was late enough that no one was up, not even servants.

      She reached the door and leaned her head against it. She focused, readying her canal staff, prepared to attack and do what was necessary to break Tray free. All they had to do was get back to that open window, and then they could get outside and race across to the canal where they could jump…

      But first, she had to get Tray free.

      Sam tried the door and found it unlocked. That should’ve bothered her, but she was so focused on her task that it did not. When she pushed the door open, light filled the room.

      This room wasn’t empty. There was someone here, and she recognized the golden hair and gentle features, even if she had been much sicker the last time Sam had seen her.

      The princess.
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      Sam froze.

      The inside of the room glowed with a soft, white light and opened into a massive chamber, with rows of shelves that made it look like a library. The princess sat in an ornate chair covered in ae cloth woven with multiple colors, and heavily embroidered. Even the armrests had intricate carvings worked along them. As her eyes adjusted, Sam wasn’t able to determine what they depicted.

      The princess was dressed in her crimson and navy robes, and sat with one leg crossed over the other, her arms resting on the armrests. She seemed unconcerned about the fact that Sam had barged into the room. Sam looked around but saw no sign of the two people who had dragged Tray in here.

      “Samara,” the princess said.

      Footsteps thundering down the hall drew her attention, and she closed the door behind her, not wanting to have someone crashing in until she knew what was taking place.

      Sam realized that a shadowed figure sat near a window behind the princess. For a moment, she thought it was Marin, but there was something about the figure that wasn’t quite right for Marin. She wasn’t exactly certain what it was. Had she seen this person before?

      “How do you know my name?” Sam asked.

      The princess motioned for her to come over. “Samara. Take a seat.”

      Sam glanced back at the door, suddenly wanting nothing more than to disappear through it.

      What was she doing here? Had she really thought she could break Tray out of the palace?

      And now, what choice did she have but to do as the princess asked. Maybe she could tell the princess what she had done for her, explain the way she and Alec had saved her from poisoning, and the way that she had rescued her from Ralun.

      Besides, the figure sitting near the window was likely to be another soldier—or a Kaver.

      Sam took a seat near the princess, sitting stiffly. Her gaze drifted around the room, trying to determine a way out were she to need it. There was a hint of warmth in the room, and she couldn’t find where the steady glow of light came from.

      “You have posed quite the challenge, Samara.”

      Sam shook her head. “I haven’t done anything. I’ve been trying to…”

      She stopped short, shaking her head before saying too much.

      “You have been trying to find easar paper,” the princess said.

      Sam licked her lips, and her mouth was suddenly dry. “I might have been.”

      “And you have been attacking some of my people,” the princess said.

      “I didn’t know they were your people.” Her gaze drifted behind the princess to see the woman sitting there. It had to be a woman, didn’t it? “How is it that you know about easar paper?” Sam asked the princess.

      The princess smiled tightly. “I should ask you the same question.”

      “Who can use it?”

      The princess leaned toward her. There was an intensity to her gaze, and an age that her otherwise youthful features seemed to hide. “My Kaver can use it.”

      Sam blinked. For the princess to have a Kaver meant that she was…

      “You’re a Scribe?”

      The princess nodded.

      “But if you’re a Scribe, why couldn’t your Kaver heal you when the Thelns attacked?”

      Sam’s gaze drifted to the window, realizing that must be the princess’s Kaver. If it wasn’t Marin, who was it? Was it someone she had seen before?

      “There were several reasons. My Kaver was not in the city when the attack took place. Until recently, most Kavers have been out of the city. The Theln attack changed that.” She cocked her head, considering Sam for a moment. “And now that they’ve returned, they have been attacked.”

      “That wasn’t me.”

      “I know. Had they been you…” The threat hung heavy in the words.

      “You said there were several reasons,” Sam said when the princess didn’t continue. She shouldn’t be so forward with her but couldn’t help it. She was nervous, and when she got nervous, she tended to be like that.

      “The other reason was that once my Kaver realized what had happened, risking the remaining energy I had would have drained me even more. That particular malady the Thelns used on me was unpleasant and meant to draw away power. Without my power—and without the combination of our particular abilities—my Kaver didn’t risk it.”

      Sam tried to see past the princess and look at the Kaver. Could she finally understand what it meant for her to be a Kaver? Marin was trying to keep it from her, telling her nothing more than the basics, even concealing from her the fact that there were other Kavers. Sam had been sure there had to be others, and now she had that proof.

      “Why hide this?” Sam asked.

      “Hide? I think you misunderstand, Samara. There has been no hiding.” The princess stood and went to the window. She stared out, looking into the night. “The battle between the Thelns and those with power in the city has waged for many years. Those of us who know—those of us who understand—oppose the Thelns as much as we can. That is why the Kavers have remained out of the city, protecting it, but there are limits to what we can do. Taking the easar paper was supposed to change that balance, but there was a complication.”

      “Me?”

      “Not you. Because of you, I’m still here. You pushed back Ralun and the Thelns. You are to be thanked. But the Kavers who have returned have been drawn out and attacked. I have been trying to discover who… and why.” The princess turned toward her, a frown on her face. “Those who fight and protect to keep the city safe can only do so much against the power of the Book of Maladies.”

      “I don’t understand what this has to do with the Thelns and the Book of Maladies?”

      “It has everything to do with the Book. The Book is what Thelns use to threaten. It is what they use to subjugate. They draw power from it, accepting money for terrible purposes. Kavers oppose them, but…” The princess shook her head. “Without easar paper, we are limited.”

      “Is that why you stole the paper from the Thelns?”

      The princess nodded. “And then you stole it from us.”

      Sam licked her lips again. “I…”

      The princess smiled. “At the time, you were difficult to find. For that matter, we didn’t know that you lived. Had we known… It doesn’t matter. Once we realized the Thelns had penetrated the city, the search became more difficult.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. What else could she say? She had stolen from the princess and tracked the princess’s people and continued to try to steal from her.

      “No. Perhaps what happened needed to happen. Because of you acquiring the paper, you came to discover your abilities. Had you not, I would have died. My Kaver wouldn’t have been able to save me and much more would have been lost than you realize. And we wouldn’t have learned of a treachery that has hidden from us for a decade.”

      Sam could barely move. She could barely breathe. Was her augmentation fading? Could Alec tell?

      Thoughts of Tray had faded, but now she thought of him again. “Where is Tray?”

      The princess frowned. “Your brother? He was brought here as a way to draw you here.”

      Sam tensed. Did the princess know that Tray was a Theln?

      Maybe she didn’t. Maybe Tray was still safe.

      “Why not simply ask me to come?”

      “Because your connection to Marin is problematic. Still, you have potential. There are few enough Kaver and Scribe combinations. And some of the ones in the city work for the Thelns. They have a network, but we have failed time and again to infiltrate it. The last time we tried, we nearly lost my Kaver.”

      Sam glanced over to the window again where the Kaver still sat. What could she learn from someone who knew how to use their abilities? It had to be much more than simply what she and Alec could discover fumbling around. Without a willing instructor, they were limited. Marin had begun to share, but she worried more about Tray than about teaching Sam.

      Would the princess do something to him if she refused? “Don’t hurt Tray.”

      “We had no intention of hurting Tray. Your… brother… is perfectly safe.”

      Sam tensed. Why did she say it like that?

      “And what of Alec? He’s the reason that you still live. Without him—”

      “Your Scribe is safe attending the university. It was quite clever of you to encourage him to go there.”

      Sam flushed. Clever wasn’t something that many people called her, and in this case, it wasn’t fitting. “I’m not sure that encourage is quite the right word.”

      “Without the Thelns, we never would have found you.”

      “You said that before. I’ve been in Caster my whole life. I’ve never been lost.”

      “That, Samara, is where you are wrong.”

      That came from the Kaver sitting quietly near the window. The woman stood and approached slowly. She had a narrow face and a sharp jawline. Her black hair reminded Sam of her own. There was a resemblance between them, and Sam wondered if it came from the fact that they were both Kavers.

      “What do you remember of your mother?” the Kaver asked.

      Sam frowned. “I know that my mother was killed by Thelns.” It made her hate them—and fear them—even more. “I hadn’t known how she died until recently, but that’s what I’ve been told.”

      “Who told you that your mother was killed by Thelns?” the Kaver asked.

      Sam glanced from the Kaver to the princess. Marin would have to know them, wouldn’t she? Why would she hide that from her?

      Then again, Marin had attacked the Kavers. And the princess had mentioned the danger her Kavers had been in. Could this all be about Marin?

      “Marin. She was my mother’s friend. She’s the one who explained to me that I was a Kaver.”

      The princess and the Kaver glanced at each other, but neither said anything.

      “Your mother wasn’t killed by a Theln,” the Kaver said.

      “If she didn’t die because of the Thelns, what happened?”

      “She was betrayed. Someone who was supposed to be her friend attacked her. The same person who has been attacking the Kavers who returned to the city, reducing our protections.”

      Sam trembled, thinking of everything she’d seen over the last few months. Marin’s disappearance. The danger she alluded to. The attacks on the Kavers. “Marin? Is that who you mean?”

      The Kaver nodded slowly, but it was the princess who answered. “Marin betrayed my family. She has always wanted more. Whether that was power or easar paper or… Many things. We had thought she was gone. Dead. We had thought that her treachery had led her to the Thelns and that they had taken care of her for us. We were wrong.”

      Sam’s mind was racing. Was that why Marin hadn’t wanted her to come here?

      But why would Marin have told her anything about Kavers?

      “Marin helped us heal you,” she said. “She has helped raise my brother and me.”

      “You don’t have a brother,” the Kaver said.

      Anger began to rise in her, and Sam stood. “Trayson is my brother. My mother was lost when we were very little. And—”

      The Kaver stepped forward. “You were not as young as you think when you were lost.”

      Sam shook her head. “No. Let me have Tray, and we will return to Caster.”

      “Samara. You were lost eight years ago. We thought you were dead. The fact that you live, and the fact that you have no memory of it, tells me that Marin must’ve used the easar paper to eliminate your memories.”

      Sam was shaking her head, and she was trembling. Weakness from her injury started to wash through her. Were the augmentations fading? Was the healing suddenly fading?

      “That’s impossible. Marin isn’t always pleasant, but she’s always wanted the best for me. She’s worked on my behalf.”

      “Marin betrayed your mother,” the Kaver said.

      “How do you know?”

      The woman stepped forward and frowned. A mixture of emotions crossed her face before fading, replaced by a stern expression. “Because I am your mother.”
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      The night air was cold, and Sam stood at the edge of the canal, debating what to do. Her head swam with what she had heard, and she no longer knew what to think. She wrapped her cloak around her, shivering, inhaling deeply.

      A figure approached out of the shadows, and Alec slipped his arm around her shoulders when he neared, saying nothing at first.

      “So, my mother’s alive.”

      Alec turned toward her and stared. “Are you sure. You saw her?”

      “Not entirely sure, no.” That made it harder, but the more she thought about it, the more she began to wonder why the princess and her Kaver would lie to her. They had no reason to do so. And if they weren’t lying, then the woman—Elaine—was Sam’s mother. And Marin had betrayed her.

      It was that which was the most difficult.

      “They tell me that Tray is not my brother.” They had released him, and Sam had seen Tray head back into the city, alone and unharmed. She had stood at the window in the palace, feeling a strange sense of unease, standing where she was, watching her brother return to Caster. “Apparently, Marin only wanted me to believe that he was my brother. The princess claims that he’s Marin’s son, but that doesn’t make sense. Why would Marin have wanted me to think he’s my brother.”

      “If you betrayed them, she might’ve been worried about his safety were she caught.”

      Sam squeezed her eyes close, nodding slowly. “It still doesn’t make sense. None of this makes sense. All I know is that Tray is my brother.”

      Whatever else, she felt that deep within her bones. He may not be blood—and she still didn’t know whether to believe that or not—but he was her brother.

      “Apparently, Marin was the one trying to find easar paper, trying to steal it from the city. She’s the one who’s gotten in ahead of me, taking supplies of the paper before I have a chance to get to it. And she’s been attacking the Kavers as they have returned to the city.” She looked over at Alec. “She has been practically preparing the city for another Theln attack!”

      “And that’s why she didn’t want you to be involved,” Alec said.

      Sam looked up at him. “As strange as it seems, Marin was trying to keep me from the Kavers.”

      “But not trying to hurt you,” he said.

      Sam shook her head. “If she was trying to hurt me, she could have done so easily. I… I need to find her and see what she’s doing. I need to understand what this is all about.” She turned toward Alec and wrapped her arms around him. She felt strange, helpless. Weak. They were feelings she hated. “I thought the princess had been poisoned by the Thelns, but what if it was Marin?”

      “I don’t think so,” Alec said. “She seemed as surprised as anyone when we revealed the princess’s poisoning. I think that whatever else happened, it wasn’t because of anything that Marin had done.”

      “I have to find her.”

      “You do.”

      “They tell me she’s probably gone from the city. That’s apparently what she does when she disappears.” Sam couldn’t believe it, but Marin did completely disappear at times. “They think that when I fell, she was there.”

      That hurt more than anything else. Thinking that Marin might have left her to die. That was painful. But then, maybe Marin had been the one to bring Tray to her.

      “What about your brother?”

      “I can’t tell him,” Sam said in a whisper.

      “At some point, you will have to. He’s caught up in this the same way that you are. As far as he knows, his mother died when yours did.”

      Sam sighed. It seemed ridiculous—and impossible—to believe that she would now have to lie to her brother to keep him safe, but what else could she do? He was her brother.

      And she had already lied to the princess. She hadn’t revealed how Tray was part Theln. Maybe that was the reason Marin had forced a connection between Sam and Tray.

      “I can’t tell him, because they don’t know. The moment they know that he’s part Theln…” That was the worst part of it. She might be able to learn what it meant that she was a Kaver, but she would have to keep Tray concealed from them.

      Only… she didn’t know how.

      “I didn’t get the chance to tell you that I was promoted,” Alec said, changing the subject. “I’m a senior student physicker now.”

      Sam smiled. “I’m not surprised. You probably should have entered the university a long time ago. Selfishly, I’m glad you didn’t, otherwise, we never would have met.”

      Alec glanced back at the university. “I’ve been struggling with what I’m meant to be for a while.”

      “I know.”

      “I think I understand now. With what I can learn at the university, and with the easar paper, I can help more people. I think… I think that’s what I’m meant to do.”

      Sam smiled and said nothing. He was right, but that left her with more questions about herself. She wished she had Alec’s self-awareness.

      “What now for you?” Alec asked, feeling a sadness at the question. It was basically acknowledging that their partnership would not continue.

      “They said I can come to the palace and study. That it’s where Kavers study.” She gave him a thoughtful look, almost expectant. “It means that you and I can continue to work together. You can study at the university and I can study…” She looked over at the palace, finding it difficult to believe that she would be able to go there and learn, a lowborn suddenly at the palace.

      “As much as that should thrill you, given that I think you’re saying we could continue to work together, to see each other, why do I get the sense that you’re not entirely thrilled by that idea?”

      “Because I’m lowborn. At least, I always thought I was lowborn.” She looked up at Alex then once again turned her attention to the palace. Hadn’t she always longed to be more than a lowborn? Why did she hesitate now? “And now? What am I now, Alec? I’ve been wondering that since meeting you, and then you were called to the university. I wanted to be something more than a thief and thought that maybe I never could be.”

      “What are you saying, Sam?”

      “You know what you’re meant to be, but I—”

      He hugged her tight, pulling her close. He was strong—stronger than he admitted to himself, a trait that Sam had found endearing. “You’re Sam. And that is enough.”
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      Betrayed. Broken. Poisoned.

      No longer alone, Sam and Alec struggle to find time to continue their studies together. Sam knows that she is more than the lowborn she’d long believed, now living and training in the palace, but still doesn’t feel as if she quite fits in. Worse, it seems as if Alec has moved on without her, preferring his new life in the university.

      Alec has quickly risen in rank, but that only draws attention to him. Learning from master physickers has its benefits, but there are dangers and he’s not certain whether he can trust the new friends he’s made. Evidence continues to mount of a conspiracy within the university, and it’s one he’ll need Sam’s help in understanding.

      While Alec tries to reach out to Sam, she searches for Marin and answers that might unlock her full potential. What she finds instead is a threat to the safety in the city, protections that have long prevented the Thelns from reaching Verdholm, if they haven’t already breached them.

      Together, they are the key to stopping Marin, but can they master their new places in the city in time?
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      People:

      
        	Aelus Stross: An apothecary and skilled healer. Alec’s father

        	Alec Stross: an apprentice apothecary

        	Bastan: a thief who essentially runs Caster

        	Hyp: a moneylender in the Arrend section who frequents Aelus’s shop

        	Mags: a painter with a unique talent

        	Marcella Rubbles: owner of a stationary store in Arrend

        	Marin: a thief who knew Sam’s mother

        	Samara (Sam) Elseth: a thief

        	Trayson (Tray) Elseth: Sam’s brother

      

      

      Places and Terms:

      
        	Arrend section: a merchant section

        	Balan Day: a day to celebrate the festival god

        	canal eels: possibly mythical creatures living in the canals

        	Callesh section: a merchant section

        	Caster section: a lowborn outer section of the city

        	Central Canal: the canal that separates the lowborn sections from the merchants and highborns

        	Drash section: a merchant section

        	easar paper: magical paper

        	Farnum section: a merchant section

        	Highborn: a term for the wealthier living in the center of the city

        	Jaku section: a highborn section where easar paper was found.

        	Kyza: one of the many gods worshipped in Verdholm

        	Lostin section: a merchant section

        	Lowborn: a term for people living in the outer sections of the city

        	Lycithan: a southern nation. Known for their skilled artisans.

        	Narvin Plains: east of the city, thin stretch of land

        	Physicker: healers with specialized training at the university

        	Piare River: connects to Ralan Bay and the canals

        	Ralan Bay: a trading hub along the coast of Verdholm

        	Sacred Alms: the healing religion Alec follows

        	Sornum: Bastan’s tavern

        	Thelns: dangerous brutes

        	Valun: a country known for various artifacts, including the stout rope Sam uses

        	Verdholm: an isolated city situated near the coast with canals running through it separating it into different sections

        	Yisl: one of the many gods worshipped in Verdholm
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Broken: The Book of Maladies. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      
        For more information:

        
          www.dkholmberg.com
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