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      Mist swelled around the low slate rooftops where I crouched, tucked up against the solid brick of the surrounding buildings. I stared through the fog, trying to use my Sight, but I couldn’t penetrate it enough to see what else might be on the slick rooftop with me. My one advantage had been neutralized by the heavy rain and the cool night in Eban.

      Though I’m no Listener, I could hear movement. Shallow breaths gave away the position of the person across from me, but not enough for me to take a chance wasting a dart. Already, I’d wasted too many tonight.

      Sliding my feet carefully, I made a point of moving across the roof as quietly as I could. The mist would help mute any sounds, but the rain left the tiles slick and dangerous, even for me. I could die from a fall just like another man.

      I rolled a long, wooden dart between my fingers, focusing on what I could see.

      My Sight augmented everything. Even in the darkness, I saw colors and shadows that others without my gift would not. The thick swirls of grey obscured what I could see, enough that I didn’t dare risk exposing myself out here. If I could reach the inside of the building—a shrine to some old Eban god—my advantage would return. At least then I could find out who’d been chasing me.

      The night had not gone as it should. A simple scouting trip, nothing more. The thiefmaster Orly had hired me again, and his coin was usually good, but this time he offered more than typical for such a seemingly straightforward job. Had I not needed the money, and had it not been months since the last job I was willing to take, I might not have been here tonight. He wanted the slaver Carth brought to him—not dead, at least not this time—and knew my feelings about slavers.

      Considering what I’d seen in my time in Eban—how the slavers brought women to the city to serve as courtesans—I had no qualms bringing one of the slavers to the most ruthless thiefmaster in the city. And since Carth was new to the city, anything I could do to rid Eban of another slaver I would happily do, especially given the rumors circulating in the city of someone assaulting the courtesans. Forced prostitution was bad enough, but beating them as well… that was a reason for my services.

      But before fully taking on Orly’s job, I first had to gauge what I would be going against.

      I worked my hand across the brick behind me, hoping for silence. I didn’t offer a prayer; the Great Watcher had long ago abandoned me, so prayers would be worse than useless. My hand found a lip of a ledge and I tipped my head back but couldn’t see anything. Even my hand disappeared into the thick fog.

      A scuffing across the tile told me that I needed to move. If I waited any longer, I risked losing all the advantages I had.

      Grabbing the ledge, I pulled myself up, letting the brick scratch at my back. The sound practically screamed in my ears, but I hoped the fog would suppress most of it.

      There came the rapid thump of feet across the slate roof. Whoever chased me recognized my position.

      With a grunt, I threw myself up to the ledge. Like all from my home city of Elaeavn, I had enhanced strength and agility compared to those of Eban, but balancing on the finger of brick was almost beyond me. Beneath me, the attacker crashed into the brick where I’d been standing, ramming it with more force than I expected.

      I paused and stared into the mist but couldn’t see anything. Since realizing that my scouting had gone awry, that had been the challenge. Between the fog and the fact that they’d caught me by surprise, I hadn’t the chance to determine who—or what—might be after me.

      Could they have another like me? I wasn’t the only Forgotten, banished from the city by the council of Elaeavn, who found alternative employment. Many preferred more typical lines of work, but the nature of the Forgotten, those of us exiled for crimes committed in Elaeavn, made it more likely that we’d end up on the seedier side of things. My crime had been one of anger and impulsivity, emotions of youth that I had mostly moved past, but I’d found work as an assassin just the same.

      I pulled on the window, which opened with a soft creak. It was the kind of sound that stood out in the night, and the man beneath me reached up and grasped the ledge.

      He grabbed my ankle and pulled. If I didn’t do anything, he’d pull me down to the roof. I liked my chances—one of the first things my mentor Isander had taught was close quarter fighting—but doing so was messier than I preferred.

      I flicked my dart at him with a practiced motion. I’d dipped this in coxberry paste—more than enough to immobilize but not quite enough to kill. Until I knew what Orly wanted of the slaver, I made a point not to kill.

      The hand holding my ankle should have relaxed, but didn’t.

      I swore under my breath and reached toward the pouch holding other darts, but not fast enough. My leg was jerked out and away from the ledge.

      I flailed, reaching toward the now-open window, grabbing it for stability. With my other hand, I pulled a terad-tipped dart out of my pouch and flicked it, kicking with my leg to try to free myself.

      The movement sent me falling.

      I went backward, through the window. Now, if the man held onto my ankle as I fell, he’d snap my leg.

      Twisting as I fell, I kicked at his hand with my free foot, jarring him just enough for me to pull my legs back toward me.

      I rolled as I landed on the hard floor, reaching for a dart as I did.

      The inside of the building was sparse, but at least the fog didn’t roll through here. My Sight showed me a nearly empty room, only a simple trunk along the wall. An ornate silvery lantern sat atop it. The dusty floor was now smeared with my damp footprints. The air had a musty quality to it, as if the room hadn’t been opened in weeks. Lingering below the must was a hint of foul rot.

      Where had I gotten myself trapped this time?

      My attacker had reached the ledge. I thought about running, but curiosity held me in place. Now that I had the advantage of my Sight, I wasn’t afraid, and I was as prepared as I could be, given the circumstances.

      So I backed up to the wall and pulled me cloak around me, palming a pair of terad-tipped darts. I had a short sword sheathed at my waist, but if it came to using that, I would be in a different kind of trouble. I could use the sword, the same way that I could use the knives I carried strapped to my calves, which was to say not as well as I’d like. Darts were a different matter.

      With a flash of gray, my attacker flipped into the window and came rolling across the floor in a single, smooth motion.

      Maybe I should have considered running.

      I readied a dart, crouching low as I did.

      A woman came to stand about five paces from me. She was dressed in black leather that clung to her body, accenting the curves and forcing me to draw my eyes back up to her face. A light cloak covered her shoulders. Dark eyes stared at me, a mixture of gray-green, and hard. I’d seen eyes like that before, but only on those who’d lived a life that earned them. The shallow scar on her jawline, barely hiding in the shadows, made me wonder if she hadn’t earned hers.

      A pair of long knives appeared in her hands. She took a step toward me, ignoring the slender darts I held. The way she moved told me that she was accustomed to close quarters fighting and comfortable with her knives.

      I didn’t dare wait. If she was the same person who had grabbed my ankle, she had some sort of unnatural strength. I’d seen things in my time outside of Elaeavn to know that my people weren’t the only ones gifted by the Great Watcher. If she reached me—and if she really was that strong—then I wouldn’t have much of a chance.

      I flicked one of the darts at her.

      With a casual movement, barely the smallest snaps of her wrist, she knocked it out of the air.

      Damn.

      “Who are you?” she asked, stopping just out of reach.

      Her voice was heavily accented and as hard as her eyes, the raspiness to it making me wonder if her throat had once been crushed and then healed. I’d seen men nearly hanged who sounded like that, but never a woman—at least, never one who lived.

      I forced a smile, trying to distract her so I could reach another of my darts. My pouch held seven more, but only three were already dipped. I would need time to ready any more than that, though if it came to needing that much time, I suspected she would do everything she could to stop me. “I could ask the same question of you,” I said.

      “You come to us. Who sent you?” she asked.

      At least I had something she wanted. “You work for the slaver?” I asked.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, the corners pulling tight. “No slaver,” she answered.

      “No? Then who brought the courtesans to Eban?”

      I held my remaining dart at the ready, not wanting to waste it. As soon as I tossed it at her, I would need to reach for another pair of darts, especially if she was as quick with her knives the second time. Had I been smarter, I would have pulled more than just the two darts from the pouch in the beginning. But had I been smarter, maybe I wouldn’t have gone scouting on a night like this. Without the fog, there wouldn’t have been a chance for her to sneak up on me.

      Fog rolled through the open window and I wondered if there was anything I could do to use it to my advantage. Could I somehow disorient her long enough if I couldn’t get a dart past her? The strength she’d shown worried me. If I wasn’t fast enough, or if I said the wrong thing here, she might be able to overpower me. Wouldn’t that be a fitting way for me to go down?

      “There were no courtesans brought to Eban,” she answered.

      I studied her face as she spoke, watching her with my Sight. There was no sign of fear, nothing in the way her eyes stared at me to indicate unease, no tension in the easy way she held her blades or the casual way she twirled one of the knives, and nothing in her stance that indicated concern.

      I was in more trouble than I realized. I might be a skilled assassin, gifted by the Great Watcher with Sight, but I recognized talent when I saw it. This woman had it.

      Lowering my hands, I made a point of meeting her eyes. “I’m going to put this away,” I said, pointing to the dart. With a quick movement, I slipped it into my pouch, careful to leave it open in case I needed to reach back in again. Even if I did, there wasn’t much chance that I would succeed.

      “Who are you?” she asked again. The knives in her hands stopped spinning and she appeared to relax even more. Here I hadn’t thought her tense. If that was tension, then I was smarter than I realized by trying a different approach with her.

      I kept myself ready for anything. Without my darts, I might not be as capable, but I could still move quickly, and I could still try to run if needed. The window was about eight steps from where I stood, maybe six if I ran. I could be out the window and rolling across the rooftop in a heartbeat. Only, I had the sense that it would take her half that time to slice me with one of her knives.

      “I’m Galen,” I answered.

      Her brow tightened, the only sign of movement I saw. She recognized my name.

      In Eban, I made a point of keeping my name to myself when on assignments. Only in times like this did I reveal myself. There was value in the uncertainty, in few knowing anything about me other than my name. The most any knew was that I was an assassin who sees as well in the dark as in the daylight, something that struck fear into most who lived among the undersurface of the city. Then, when they learned I was once of Elaeavn, they feared me even more. Few left Elaeavn, and those who did left for a reason. There were other assassins in Eban—a city this size and there were bound to be others—but few with my reputation, and none with my skill.

      “Why were you hired, Galen?” she asked.

      She took a single step back, enough that made me think she feared what would happen if she pressed her attack even more. At least my reputation worked for me here.

      “I already told you why I was hired. There’s a new slaver in Eban, but of course you know that,” I said, not bothering to hide the contempt in my voice when I said it. I’d nearly lost a friend to a slaver once. It was one of the few times I felt no remorse when finishing the job. “Why don’t you tell me who you are? Why did you chase me through the city?”

      I wanted to know if she knew about my limitation with nights like tonight. In Elaeavn, where many were Sighted, such limitations weren’t all that mysterious, but in Eban, I was able to use an air of mystery to my advantage. If I lost that, or if there were others like her who didn’t worry about me, then the advantage I had—and the reason I could charge so much for my services—would disappear.

      “You don’t know?” she asked.

      She posed the question as if I should know. Considering that I was hired to capture the slaver Carth and bring him to Orly, maybe I should have asked a few more questions, but I’d made a point of not trusting Orly when it came to details like that. He had no qualms about using me, especially when he thought he might get me to do what he wanted without paying.

      “I know that you work for him. Otherwise you wouldn’t have followed me. From what I’ve seen of the way you move and your talent with knives, you’re not local.” That could mean anything, but I left it vague, especially as I had no idea how she had managed to hold me with such strength. “So tell me, who are you?”

      With a flourish, she slipped the knives into sheaths strapped to her waist. She stood away from me, but the ready posture and the casual way she stood told me that she was ready to pounce if I made any movement that made her uncomfortable. I made a point of standing as carefully and non-threateningly as I could.

      “I am Carth,” she said.

      Well, damn. Of course she would be.

      Orly had found another way to surprise me.
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      I crouched along the wall of a room in the lower level of a small building on the edge of Eban. We’d been left here alone. The woman who’d closed the door after we arrived offered me a wide smirk, as if expecting me not to survive. It was possible that I would not.

      My heels rested against the wall, a dart that I rolled back and forth pinched between my thumb and forefinger, the motion soothing me as I tried to figure out what Orly might have planned. Knowing him, this was likely all part of something greater. I couldn’t figure out what it might be. Not yet.

      Carth was the slaver Orly had hired me to find and bring to him, but I’d never known a woman slaver, and certainly not one trafficking courtesans. That she had particular talents should not have surprised me. Why else would he have hired me, and at such a rate?

      I watched Carth as she leaned near the small hearth now crackling with a steady flame, resting her arm on the mantle. She stood in a way that jutted her hip toward me. On another woman, it might have been an attempt at flirtation, but on Carth—especially after seeing how smoothly she moved—I saw nothing but death from her. It was probably the way most people saw me. Realizing that nearly unnerved me.

      “You haven’t said who hired you,” Carth said.

      I glanced over. I’d agreed to follow her back to this place, the same place where our dangerous pursuit had started earlier in the night. A part of me warned that I should not come with her, that I should abandon Orly’s assignment, but another part—that which simply had to know—required that I come with her.

      “Does it matter?” I asked.

      She looked over and her dark eyes narrowed slightly. It was the barest movement. Probably someone without the gift of Sight would not see it, but I recognized the irritation she showed in such a subtle movement. “None were to know we were here,” she said.

      I grunted. “None?”

      I looked around the room. A thick carpet spread across the floor, stained in places but still a luxury few could afford. A framed painting of a something like a massive cat standing atop a ridgeline hung on the far wall. In Elaeavn, cats were either lucky or unlucky, depending on the number. A single cat usually meant bad luck. A long wooden bench rested against the far wall, pushed out of the way. A pile of folded clothing stacked atop the bench. A bookshelf cluttered with texts and stacks of papers nestled into a corner.

      “None,” Carth repeated. “So tell me, Galen of Elaeavn, how did you know of our presence?”

      “Not of Elaeavn,” I said, tucking my hands into hidden pockets of my cloak, dropping the dart into the deep cloak pockets. Now that I was with Carth, committed to learning why she’d come to Eban, I’d shifted a couple of darts to these pockets. They were easier to reach quickly than my pouch, but wouldn’t be nearly as protected if I had to run. My concern here wasn’t that I’d need to run; it was getting the chance to run if something took an unexpected turn.

      There was something about Carth that I wasn’t completely catching. Orly had tasked me with capturing, but not killing, her. That should have been my first concern. With Orly, I’d already learned that he tended to have a more roundabout way of getting what he wanted. He was willing to use anyone—me included—to obtain whatever he set his sights on. That was how he’d become the most feared thief-master in Eban.

      Orly was something of a bastard, but at least he was the kind of bastard who paid. The problem with working with Orly is that I never knew whether I was taking the job he actually laid out for me. This should have been a straightforward assignment, and one that I would gladly participate in, but wasn’t that the reason Orly would offer it to me? He knew my feelings about courtesans and he’d already seen what lengths I would go to when enraged.

      Damn. Maybe I’d gotten too predictable. Isander would be disappointed to learn that his lessons hadn’t stuck. The five years I’d spent with him mentoring me, teaching me to become the assassin I was, had taught me how to twist the knowledge the healer Della had provided into a new way of using those gifts, making me skilled and deadly.

      “Alright, Carth. I was told that you were a slaver. And you tell me that’s not the case. Prove to me that you’re not. Then maybe I’ll share with you what you want to know.”

      I doubted that anything she would tell me would convince me to reveal that Orly had hired me. Doing that only put me into a different kind of danger. Orly could be particular about the privacy he expected of those working for him. I didn’t blame him for wanting to preserve the anonymity. That was the reason he’d hired me, after all.

      Carth grunted and turned to face me. “You say slaver as if you understand the term,” she said. “You speak of courtesans as if you understand. Come, Galen of Elaeavn, and I will show you what you wish to see.”

      She stalked toward the far door, not waiting to see if I would follow. It was a different door than the one we had entered through, and I glanced back, wondering if I really should follow. There was no telling what going with Carth would commit me to doing, and I didn’t really have any interest in getting drawn into some mysterious task. I’d already been pulled in that way enough times before.

      That was part of the reason I’d come to Eban. The city should be simple. There was enough crime to keep me busy, and enough people who needed killing to make my skills worthwhile.

      There was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to hit Carth with one of my coxberry darts, knock her out long enough to get her to Orly, and then let him deal with whatever the consequences might be. With as much coin as Orly offered, I would be set for months. Long enough to remain selective with my jobs. Another part of me knew that I couldn’t. Not without knowing why Orly wanted her. With him, I had to know.

      I jumped to my feet and followed her.

      The door led into a long and darkened hall. Without my Sight, I doubt I would have been able to see very far. I wondered how Carth managed to move so easily through here. Walls of stone pressed around, and it appeared that the hall had been tunneled out of the ground, rather than built. The air had a damp earth scent to it, but it mixed with something like the scent of onderbrin flower, a bitter herb that grew far outside the city. Onderbrin had certain uses too, mostly for healing.

      Carth glanced back at me, her eyes narrowing as she did. In spite of the darkness, she saw me clearly.

      I nearly stumbled.

      What was I missing with her? What secret ability did she possess that I didn’t know? Already, I’d learned of strength. And she clearly had skill with her knives. Could she be Sighted? Her dark eyes were not those of someone from Elaeavn, but I’d seen stranger things in my days.

      Carth opened a small door recessed in the stone and waited. Light spilled out from the other side, enough that I wouldn’t need to be Sighted to clearly see. She hesitated and then stepped through the door and down a step.

      I paused at the door, forced to peer down into the room. The angle made it difficult for me to clearly see. The visible floor was hard-packed earth, but there was nothing else. Steady orange light glowed. I paused to listen but heard nothing moving.

      Where was Carth taking me?

      My mind raced with possibilities. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had attempted to negate the advantage my Sight provided, but Carth had already managed to do that using the fog hanging over the city tonight. Was this her way of attacking me without giving me a chance to resist?

      What did I really know about Carth? Not a damn thing, I decided.

      Then there was the fact that she recognized my name. It was well-enough known in Eban that I was respected—feared, even—and more than one up-and-coming assassin had thought to make a name for themselves by taking me on.

      Especially in the aftermath of what had happened with Davin. When I’d disposed of the thief-master—another time someone had attempted to use me, and to reacquire a lost courtesan—a power struggle had briefly emerged in the city. Orly had quashed that as quickly as I’d ever seen, fully prepared to take on the widening rule of the dark side of Eban, but there were a few who had wanted to make more of a name for themselves. Some thought to impress Orly, thinking that they could buy favor with him by disposing of me. Those were the easy ones to dissuade, especially since Orly found me useful. I wondered how much difficulty I would have if that was no longer the case. The harder ones to scare away were those who thought to impress the remaining thief-masters. There were many I hadn’t established myself with yet, leaving me with little option but to leave those would-be assassins either dead or rendered useless.

      Could Carth simply be another assassin thinking to make a name for herself in Eban? If that was the case, then there would be reason for her to want to prove herself against me. It would make her eminently more hirable, but I didn’t have that sense from her. She was skilled, but she didn’t strike me as an assassin.

      Then what? And why would Orly want her brought to him?

      I had to know.

      I jumped down the two steps, pulling a pair of darts out of my pocket as I did, readying to throw them if needed.

      Carth lounged against a wall, watching me with an amused expression. “You took your time, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      I surveyed the room again before answering. It was long and narrow, with a low-hanging ceiling nearly brushing my head. Like most of my kind, I was tall, the height—like my eyes—a marker of my people, so I ducked, keeping my neck bent. It placed me at a disadvantage. Carth had no such difficulty, only coming up to the level of my chin.

      Sconces were inset into the carved-out walls. Beams crossed the ceiling for support, with thick posts spaced throughout. Rows of cots lined the room, and many of them were occupied by people, mostly women, but a few children. The scent of onderbrin came strongly from this room.

      A few women moved between the cots, some carrying buckets or towels or trays topped with vials. There were no men.

      I stepped further into the room, the training I’d long ago received from the healer Della pulling me forward. I stopped at the first cot. A young woman lay there, her face bruised and battered, a long, festering cut running along the side of her neck. A simple blanket kept her covered, but I could still see bloodstains over her legs and groin. She alternated between moans and shivers.

      “What is this?” I asked Carth without looking over my shoulder, but even as I did, I knew what I was seeing. This was a place of healing, but for who? Who were these people? And why hide it here, buried beneath the city like a tomb?

      It came to me then. These were the women I’d heard about. Courtesans attacked and left for dead. But why would Carth lead me here? And why would Orly care?

      Carth stopped at my shoulder and stared down at the woman, her eyes softening as she did. “This is why I come to your city, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      My hand touched the sick woman’s forehead and felt the fever radiating from her. I ran my fingers around the outside of the wound, thinking that with better supplies, there was more that could be done with it, but already the infection setting in had spread. It was clear from the streaks of red running toward her face and down her neck that even with the right compounds, this woman wouldn’t survive. Della might have managed more—she had a talent for healing, something that I suspected came from the Great Watcher himself—but the lessons I’d learned would not.

      Curiosity forced me to peel back the sheet, and immediately I wished I hadn’t. She was naked beneath the sheet, and a maze of bruises, each of different ages, stained her body. Another long gash, much like the one on her neck, ran along her right thigh. A foul odor emanated from this. It was more infected than the neck.

      “It would be kinder to provide her with comfort,” I said. “Poppy. Orphum. Either in enough quantity would end her suffering.”

      Carth stepped in front of me and pulled my hand away, letting the sheet drop back. “You would sacrifice them?” she asked.

      “Not sacrifice,” I said softly. Leaving the woman like this only added to her torment. Sometimes it was simpler—and more humane—to use a little terad, let the toxin run through the veins, the breathing to stop. Other times, it was necessary. In this case, it seemed it might be both. “Trust me when I say that I’ve seen healing. There is nothing that can be done here.”

      “Then it is a good thing you are not the healer, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      I grunted and looked away. “Not any more,” I said.

      I made my way through the room, pausing at another bed. This was another woman, though older. Bruises around her eyes told me she’d been beaten many times before. Her hair was dark, stained a dark brown, and her lips were stained with the remnants of paint. Unlike the other woman, she at least appeared to rest comfortably.

      At another cot, I found a young boy. Probably no older than ten. It was about the same age I’d begun learning from Della, about the same age that my mother was killed. Had Della not taken me in, I might not have survived on the streets. Even in Elaeavn, the streets could be dangerous, especially near the docks. The Elvraeth like to think the city they run is a special place, the kind of place where nothing could happen without their approval and the oversight of the Great Watcher, but I’d lived there long enough to know that the Great Watcher didn’t really care what happened in Elaeavn, just like he didn’t really care what happened in Eban.

      The boy on the cot was awake and staring up at me. His eyes were lined, with dark rings around them sagging into his thin cheeks, making him appear gaunt. He wore a tattered shirt and the angle of his left arm made it clear that his collarbone had been broken. The fracture overlapped, pushing up against the skin, straining to press through. I’d seen fractures like this before, but they required significant force.

      “This needs to be set,” I said to Carth.

      She had followed me through the room, stopping next to the cot and eyeing the boy. “You think you know more than our healers now?” she asked.

      I grunted. “If your healers think that binding his shoulder like this is healing, then yes.”

      I leaned toward the boy and he started to withdraw. He, like the women around him, had known more violence than he should, not that anyone should truly know violence. It had been forced upon me until I had eventually embraced it.

      “Easy,” I said, trying to speak in a calming voice. “I want to help.”

      “Not help,” the boy said. His voice was high-pitched and thin, the kind of voice that told me he would always be anxious.

      I glanced back at Carth to find her watching me. “Let me help him,” I said. There might not be anything I could do for any of the others—at least not without a significant supply of herbs and healing medicines—but I could align this boy’s shoulder. “If nothing is done, he might not be able to use his arm again.” He was old enough that it still might not heal well, not if he didn’t have appropriate care for it. The healers around here might be as skilled as Carth claimed, but if they couldn’t manage a fracture, then the boy would never recover the function he’d lost.

      Carth nodded to me. “What do you need?”

      I eyed the boy for a moment. It would be easier to help him were he asleep. “You have orphum?” I asked. Seeing the way the last woman had rested soundly, I suspected they at least had some supply. Carth nodded. “I need five grains of orphum, bandages, and someone to hold the boy.”

      A woman standing behind Carth frowned at me. She wore a plain dress and her face was streaked with dried blood. From what I could tell, none of it was hers. Deep brown eyes were drawn and weary. “Five grains are too much for Owen,” she said. “He is too sickly.”

      I flickered my gaze from Carth to the healer standing behind her. “Perhaps he is sickly. Five grains are for sedation, not comfort. I would have him asleep for what must be done.”

      The healer eyed the boy and stepped up to his head. She ran her fingers over his forehead and pushed his mop of brown hair back. The boy didn’t withdraw from her as he had with me. “It is too dangerous to manipulate the bone. Already it threatens to pierce the skin. If that happens, there is nothing that we can do that will prevent infection from setting in.”

      She had knowledge, at least. Open wounds with bone exposed were among the nastiest to heal. I’d seen them enough times, and more since working with Isander, to know that once the bone poked through the skin, infection always set in. Even with the right combination of medicines, there wasn’t much that could be done to stop the spread of infection if that happened.

      “I have no intention of piercing the skin,” I said. “And if nothing is done, then this boy will suffer needlessly. Do you wish for him to never fully regain the use of his arm?”

      She continued to stare at the boy. As she did, I realized that they shared the same deep-set eyes, and the same color of hair.

      “He is yours?” I asked.

      The healer glanced up at me before looking to Carth for direction. When Carth nodded slightly, the healer turned back to me and took a deep breath. “He is mine,” she said.

      I began to understand her hesitance. It was often hardest healing those you cared about. Feelings slipped into the way, the same as they did attempting to heal those you despised. I had experience in both. “Then let me help him.”

      The healer scanned me with her eyes, taking in my heavy cloak, the pouch hanging from my waist, even the sword I wore. She was observant, as the most skilled healers often were. Then she met my eyes. She didn’t look away as many did, fearful of the dark green they saw. Many feared those from Elaeavn, feared risking doing or saying anything that might upset us. The healer simply stared at me.

      “You are an assassin,” she said.

      The simple way that she said it troubled me. Not only had Carth known who I was, but this healer simply accepted the fact that I was an assassin, without so much as blinking. More than ever, I wanted to know what I had fallen into. These were not slaves or courtesans cowering in fear. These were proud and confident women.

      “I am an assassin. I have not always been one.”

      The healer pursed her lips as she watched me. “Why have you come here, assassin?” she asked.

      My mouth quirked in a slight smile. “Ask her,” I said, nodding to Carth. “Now, if you intend to allow me to help, then help. I can help this boy. As I said. Five grains of orphum. Bandages. Now.”

      The healer watched me another moment and then nodded, hurrying off to a part of the room blocked by a pair of posts.

      “Why did you bring me here, Carth?” I asked.

      “You come, making claims of slavers and courtesans. If you were hired to bring me to this, you will fail.”

      My eyes drifted from bed to bed, each occupied cot with another person. The women were all injured, and from what I could tell without examining them thoroughly, most had been beaten. A few had more serious injuries; some, like the woman near the front of the room, appeared near death. Others simply seemed as if they rested. More than a few had brightly stained lips or smudges of paint along their faces.

      Damn Orly for this assignment. What had he hoped to accomplish using Carth? What did he think getting her in front of him would do? There had to be some reason, something he thought he could accomplish, but I couldn’t think of anything. “You came here to rescue, didn’t you?”

      “There are woman here who suffer,” Carth said.

      I noted the faint scar on her jawline again. Had Carth once been forced to serve? It wasn’t a question I was willing to ask, but it would explain why she was here, and perhaps then I could understand what she intended.

      “And you think you can simply rescue all these women?” I asked.

      “These, and others,” she said.

      “There will be more,” I remarked. “There are always more in Eban.” Even if she saved the women already in the city, within a few weeks, there would be more. And then the security would increase, making it even harder for them, reducing their freedoms even more than they were.

      Her eyes tightened. “Perhaps, but whoever has this particular… interest… will not be.”

      “You think to stop the slavers?”

      She answered with a single nod and I shook my head.

      There was no doubting that Carth was talented. Quick and strong and clearly skilled with her knives, but the thief-masters who controlled the flow of courtesans into the city had much to lose if that stream dried up. Not only money, but there would be other problems. Control would be lost. It was hard to control a man if the thing that controlled him was gone. The thief-masters would send an army to stop her. It was probably why Orly had started with me.

      The healer returned, carrying a tray with the orphum. She had a bundle of bandages tucked under her arm. She glanced from Carth to me and then set the tray down. “Do you still wish to attempt this, assassin?” she asked.

      I nodded. Assassin was better than Galen of Elaeavn, a claim that, since my exile, I could no longer make. “Let’s begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      After setting the boy’s shoulder, I left Carth. She hadn’t made any attempt to restrain me, and even escorted me to the front of the building before leaving me. A pair of women sat on either side of the door, one holding a crossbow and the other a pair of knives, each making it clear that I would find it difficult to enter without permission.

      I wondered what would have happened had I attempted to grab her and bring her to Orly like he asked. I doubted that I would have gotten all that far. In addition to the two women by the door, there were nearly a dozen others that I’d seen. If they had half of Carth’s talent, then it would be enough to stop me. I might be skilled, but there was only so far that could take me. A surge of numbers could overwhelm any talent I might have.

      Now I crouched in a nearby alley, watching the front of the building. Before finding it the first time, I’d made a point of scouting around the perimeter. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t another way in, but I wondered if I might have been mistaken. The massive underground room hadn’t been a part of this building, but was still somehow connected. There were likely other buildings like that, other places where Carth could simply get in and out. She would have no reason to necessarily come through this door, nothing other than the fact that most of her women seemed to be focused there.

      It made me wonder if maybe there wasn’t something else she might be hiding.

      If it was simply about getting the women out of the city, they wouldn’t need the numbers that they had. Between the healers and the armed women, there had to be over thirty, and that was only what I’d seen. There would be enough sympathizers within the city that she wouldn’t need that many to help, so what else was she not sharing?

      The questions were the reason I remained hidden.

      If this really was about rescue, then I would not do anything to intervene. Orly would have known that, which made it even stranger that he’d asked me to bring Carth to him. The thief-master had hired me before, and each time, I made it clear that I would only take the job under certain conditions. Agreeing that it needed to be done was only one of them.

      The fog lifted somewhat, enough that I could see more clearly down the street. It was still dark out, though with my Sight that didn’t really matter. The only difficulty I had was trying to work through the fog. As I watched, a few others reached the building, each time pausing to knock and then proceeding inside. Almost all were women. A few were boys, all younger like the one whose arm I set. Each made it inside.

      I waited, counting off the minutes, trying not to let my mind wander. That was a trick of this job. There could be times like this when there was nothing but doldrums, nothing but quiet and watching, when I still needed my mind to be sharp. Anything could change in a moment.

      Like now.

      I heard the scraping behind me and spun.

      The alley was long and narrow, no more than the space between two squat brick buildings. Piles of trash were heaped throughout, the rotting stench of it filling my nostrils. Most of the time I ignored it, but there was another odor to it now that I couldn’t quite place. A rat scurried off into the darkness and a cat chased it. Only one cat, something that meant no luck in my homeland.

      Nothing else moved. Had it only been the creatures that I’d heard?

      Doubtful they would even have registered in my mind. I was accustomed to hearing the rats of Eban as they crawled through the darkness. This had been the scuffing of feet, a steady sound that had drawn my attention, almost like something scraping against the brick…

      I glanced up quickly, a pair of darts in my hand. A hooded figure clung to the nearest wall, creeping along it as if held in place. The hood turned toward me, and dark hollows of eyes stared out at me.

      Too late, I flung a dart. It was tipped with nothing more toxic than coxberry. I wouldn’t kill unless it was necessary, and I still had no explanation about what was going on here in Eban. The dart flew true, but the figure jumped from the building to the next, clinging to that as easily as the one before.

      The next dart left my hand while the person was in the air, sinking through their cloak as they hit the brick. Coxberry worked quickly, but it was not instantaneous. The figure pulled themself up along the wall before it kicked in. The arms gave out first. They hung, somehow suspended by their legs and still attached to the building. Then their legs gave out and they dropped in a heap to the ground, letting out a grunt of air as they landed.

      I unsheathed my sword as I approached. I didn’t want to risk anything more, but I needn’t have worried. The coxberry worked as intended, leaving the figure incapacitated.

      Using my toe, I pushed back the hood. I wasn’t certain what I expected to find. The ability to cling to walls was something new, but then again, I had been attacked by a woman stronger than me and possibly Sighted as well, so I wasn’t in much of a position to have any idea about what was really happening.

      A woman with raven-dark hair stared up at me blankly. Not just any woman, but she had the bright red lips and white-painted cheeks of a prostitute. I peeled back her cloak, checking to see what else she might be wearing, searching for signs of whatever device she might have been using to help her stick to the wall, but found nothing.

      I grabbed her and carried her down the alley, away from Carth and her women. It wouldn’t make much sense for Carth to see me attacking one of her women. There was little doubt in my mind that she was one of Carth’s, and I needed to know how she managed to climb the walls. And why she’d been behind me in the first place. Then I would ask what she knew about Carth. Somehow, I would find out why Orly had hired me for this job.

      When I reached the intersecting street, I glanced down. We were in a part of Eban where there would be few patrols, so I didn’t need to risk the city guard coming across me. What I worried about more were men of one of the thief-masters finding us. This area marked a void in the different territories, though if Orly had his way, he would fill that void. If he had his way, he’d assume complete control over the city. In time, I suspected that he would. That didn’t bode well for me. I needed the diversity of potential employers to help ensure I was paid what I needed.

      The street here was nearly empty. A young couple strolled down the street, holding each other’s hands. They made their way to the south, away from me, toward the row of taverns found in this part of the city. Music drifted from the taverns toward me. It was loud and bawdy music, the kind that would be found in the nearby taverns. To the west were the nicer taverns, places where the more profitable merchants visited, where the more reputable visitors stayed. There was no music from those taverns; though I knew musicians played there, they remained more subdued.

      The couple gave me an idea and I took the woman and propped her up, slipping my arm around her waist as I did and forcing her arm around mine. I left the hood of her cloak down, leaving her face exposed. Let us seem like nothing more than another couple out on the street.

      I strained to keep her upright as we walked, trying to hurry as I did. Coxberry would keep her unconscious, but it would not last longer than an hour. Even before that, it would start to wear off, possibly enough for her to cause me trouble. I could always dose her again, but then I’d have to wait for it to clear, wasting another hour, and I had questions that I intended to ask.

      I’d nearly reached my home when she started to stir.

      I felt her body tensing, her arm attempting to twist and writhe free. The coxberry hadn’t lasted nearly as long as I expected, but given what had happened tonight, I shouldn’t have been all that surprised. Her voice recovered a little more slowly and she moaned softly.

      A trio of men passed as we neared a street lamp, and one of them stared at the woman before arching his brow at me. I forced a smirk, doing my best to make it appear that this was my plan. The man turned back to his friends and said something softly to them, before they all started laughing.

      I turned the corner when I sensed something moving behind me.

      Letting the woman drop, I spun. The men stood there, eyes bouncing from me to the woman. The man in the middle—the one who had made eye contact—leered at the woman. There was no doubting his intention with her.

      “Listen, friend, leave the whore and you won’t need any trouble,” the man said.

      I grunted, glancing down at her. She was moving more than before. Soon the coxberry would be cleared from her system, enough that I needed to act quickly and get her either redosed or bound and to my house, where I could ask her the questions that I had. I’d start with how she managed to cling to the building, but there were other questions, ones about Carth and the other women.

      “Friend?” I asked. “If you were a friend, you would leave the woman alone.”

      Two of the men laughed. The center man pulled out a sword that I hadn’t seen. I’d been too distracted by the woman, trying to get her where I’d be able to get answers, that I hadn’t paid attention as I should. The other men both had long, curved knives.

      That they carried weapons told me that they probably worked for one of the thief-masters. Few went armed in the city openly unless they were tied to the thief-masters. And I doubted they were members of the city guard. None had the uniform and the sword was too ornate, the copper emblem on the hilt more than the simple steel that the city guard carried.

      I sighed and unsheathed my sword. As I did, I flipped another coxberry dart at the woman, not bothering to see if it struck. I didn’t have the time.

      The nearest man slashed at me with his long knife and I countered with a twist of my sword. He danced back, moving with a practiced grace. The other man darted forward, angling toward me with his knife. I blocked this as well.

      The man with the sword stood at the head of the triangle they formed around me. He laughed softly. “Three against one? You would have been smarter to have left the whore,” he said.

      “And you would be smarter not to call her a whore,” I answered.

      The men glanced at each other and laughed.

      “Besides, I think the odds still favor me,” I told him.

      The man to my left barked out laughter. “You seem to know your blade, friend, but you’re outnumbered here. And there isn’t anyone better with a sword than Natash. And at ten silvers each, that whore is valuable.”

      Ten silvers?

      I didn’t have time to consider. The man holding his sword spun, letting the blade whistle through the air. The name tugged on a memory—I’d heard of Natash before—but I didn’t have the time to recall where.

      The two men with knives suddenly sprang forward at the same time.

      I twisted, slipping back and away from them, stepping away from Natash. With the way that they attacked, it was clear that this was not going to end without someone dead.

      One of the men trapped my sword with his knife and twisted. The other lunged toward me. I dropped the sword.

      Someone laughed.

      My hands reached into the pockets of my cloak and I flicked a pair of darts at the two men with knives. This close, there was little way that I would miss. Both darts flew true, one sinking into the man’s throat, paralyzing him instantly with terad, and the other catching the second man in the shoulder. Both fell to the ground.

      Natash stared at me and glanced at his fallen friends. He took a step back, swinging his sword as if it might stop me from flinging a dart his way. He might stop one, but I doubted he was fast enough to stop a second.

      “What will it be, Natash?” I asked. “Ten silvers worth your life?”

      He looked past me, a smirk coming to his face, and then turned and darted down the street.

      I didn’t bother chasing. Instead, I grabbed my sword off the ground and sheathed it, glancing around as I did. The two fallen men would attract attention, and more than I wanted. If I left the darts plunged in them, then there would be little question in certain crowds what had happened. Besides, the darts could be reused.

      I plucked the dart from the man’s neck and the other from the other’s chest. Then I turned, looking for the woman.

      Given where I ended up after confronting the attackers, I should have been no more than a few feet from her. Now that I searched, and found nothing but a dart stuck into the hard-packed dirt road, I realized why Natash had smirked at me before running: the woman was gone.
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      Orly didn’t bother to hide. Those who searched for him, those who made the mistake of thinking they could barrel in and reach him, knew exactly where to find him. In that, Orly was unlike any of the other thief-masters. Before consolidating his power, he had kept a true underground, a place far beneath the city using a maze of pathways that helped provide layers of protection, but now he operated more openly.

      Part of that came from the near complete freedom he now experienced, the lack of fear that another would rise up and oppose him. There were still other thief-masters in the city—Orly hadn’t managed to completely eliminate the others—but if he was able to accomplish what he was working toward, he eventually would lead the underground.

      The other reason Orly didn’t necessarily fear making his location known was the hidden army stationed along the street, hidden from most. With my Sight, I saw at least two dozen men, though I suspected there were more.

      The bright red door looked like any of the others along the street, at least in the daylight. At night, darkness sent shadows streaking across it, with only my Sight able to peer past it. The shuttered window next to the door had a pair of eyes staring out. I imagined a crossbow aimed at me as well.

      I didn’t even need to knock. The door came open and a tall, muscular man appeared. Tattoos wrapped around his neck, working up to the top of his shaved head. He carried a loop of chain at his waist and a long sword strapped to his back. I’d seen him before.

      “Rolf,” I said.

      The large man grunted. He might be as muscular as a smith, and tall for Eban, but he was still much shorter than me, forcing him to look up. Like many, he wouldn’t meet my eyes. Rolf motioned to my sword and I unbuckled it, tilting it against the wall. Orly and his men had learned not to touch my pouch. I might not survive the attempt, but neither would they. The contents of the pouch were valuable, more than simply the supplies. The darts took time to make, but they were easily replaced. The whole narcass leaves were another story. Fresh narcass could heal almost anything. While what I possessed might not be fresh, at least they gave me a chance if I was poisoned.

      “I presume he’s here,” I said.

      Rolf motioned and started down the hall.

      The outer room was simple. A few chairs, a porcelain pot with swords stuffed in it, almost as if it was a collection from those Orly had killed, and a lantern set atop a bench flickering with a smoky light. I didn’t need the lantern, but Rolf would.

      He led me into a hall and then down a long stair. I’d been to Orly’s place a few times, but had never been brought to the lower level. I wondered if he was unhappy that I hadn’t managed to capture Carth quite yet. That was fine with me; I was unhappy that he’d lied about her.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a simple stout oak door. Rolf rapped on it with a solid thud and it came open. Another pair of guards, each carrying a sword, stood on the other side. Even out in the open, Orly still took his security seriously. Then again, the Great Watcher knew he could afford to pay.

      Orly sat in a chair facing the large stone fireplace set along the back wall. It glowed softly, giving the room its only light. A smoky haze hung in the air, probably only visible to me.

      He glanced over at me with a weathered face, flat grey eyes attempting to intimidate. It had not worked before and would not now. He wore a simple dark jacket and pants. His short-cropped hair was peppered with white but his wiry frame remained lithe.

      The office was well appointed, not surprising given Orly’s wealth. Shelves covered the walls, and a few items had been shoved onto them, most seeming little more than decorative. A thick rug, woven with intricate patterns, covered the ground.

      “Galen. You’ve come alone,” he said. Orly had a rough voice, one that sounded like he’d been yelling. He didn’t speak loudly. Usually, he had no need.

      I pulled the chair across from him and sat, making a point of meeting his eyes. “Tell me about Carth,” I said. I didn’t want to waste time, not when it came to Orly.

      He glanced up at Rolf and waved a hand, dismissing him to return upstairs. The two guards remained, standing on either side of the door. I could probably take both of them and still manage to kill Orly, but I doubted that I would make it beyond the front door if I did. There would be something in place to prevent me from reaching the door. Maybe some signal that would tell those on the street to prevent me from getting away. I wasn’t equipped or interested in fighting my way out.

      When Rolf had left, Orly turned back to face me and casually set aside a stack of papers he’d been reading. I glanced at them but couldn’t make out the lettering. Some sort of code? With Orly, anything was possible. You don’t get to his position without taking risks and causing a little harm, and he wouldn’t leave anything written on paper for anyone to find.

      “Have you found Carth? The price is—”

      I flicked my gaze over to the two guards before cutting him off. “You know what you’ve asked of me?”

      Orly chuckled softly. “You need to ask?”

      “I do.”

      His mouth tightened into a thin line. “I always know.”

      “Then why do you want her?”

      A dark smile pulled at his lips. “So you know, then?”

      “For me to do this job, you knew the requirements. You know how I operate.”

      He shrugged. “I know you hold the courtesans in higher esteem than most. I figured you would be the best equipped to handle this job. It’s one that requires a certain delicacy that others can’t match.”

      “I’m not going to bring courtesans to you for you to kill,” I said, thinking of what I’d heard. Who would offer ten silvers for a simple prostitute? Not Orly; he was far too careful with his coin.

      Orly’s smile faded. “You took the job.”

      “I agreed to bring Carth to you,” I said. “But I’m not sure that you really want me to. Do you really know who she is?”

      “Probably more than you, Galen.”

      I frowned, wondering what he meant by that. If Orly knew what Carth could do, the way that she’d tracked me through the fog, the strength that she’d demonstrated, or even the skill with the knives, maybe there was a different reason that he wanted her. I wasn’t much of a threat to him, but there were others who were, others where someone with skill that probably matched my own would be useful. And if he managed to hold something over her, could he convince her to help him remove the other thief-masters in the city?

      All of that was simple speculation, but with Orly, I’d learned that I couldn’t underestimate the power of speculation. If I could figure out what he intended, if I could stay at least one step ahead of him, then I had a chance of understanding whether the jobs he hired me for—or the jobs where he hired others that I’d occasionally interfered with—were worth the price.

      Orly simply watched me as I worked through my options. It was unsettling, especially the way that he seemed to know what I was thinking, almost as if he could Read me, but Orly wasn’t of Elaeavn and wouldn’t have that particular skill. Fearing that Readers knew my thoughts was one thing I didn’t miss from Elaeavn. I’d learned to protect my mind—most people in Elaeavn learned how to—but there was always that part of me that worried about an especially strong Reader managing to slip past those protections.

      “She wants to know who searches for her,” I said.

      Orly tapped a slender finger against his lips and his brow wrinkled while he sat in thought. “You’ve spoken to her as well.”

      I laughed softly. “I’ve spoken to her. You’ll need to become accustomed to my methods if you’re to continue hiring me,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t hire you if you weren’t so effective,” Orly said absently, his face clouding. “It’s your methods that present the challenge. Others do not have the same… requirements… that you do.” He smiled darkly. “Then again, others do not have quite the same talent for discretion. You are a unique challenge, Galen.”

      I watched him, wondering what else he might know about Carth. Did he know about her room of healing? Did he know that others with her seemed to have abilities beyond what I possessed?

      I decided that he probably did. And it was the reason he wanted her brought to him alive. If Orly had no interest in using her, he’d have asked me to simply kill her.

      “What would you have me tell her?” I asked.

      Orly tapped his mouth another moment and then looked over at the hearth. “You will tell her nothing. The job is unchanged, Galen. If you will not do this, another will be contacted. Time is of the essence here. You have two days or I hire another.”

      He lifted the pages and turned his attention back to them, dismissing me.
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      I returned to Carth’s building late in the day. The air held the familiar humidity of the coming rain, making me uncomfortable in my cloak. This time, I stood on the rooftop overlooking the street, waiting. From here, I could make out the pattern throughout the streets. I tried to determine where the underground tunnels would be found, but from where I stood, it seemed that it could take up most of the space beneath these buildings.

      If all these building connected, then it was possible that Carth could come and go from anywhere. As far as I knew, she might not have to do anything to slip past me.

      Touching my pouch, I made a point of ensuring that my supplies were well stocked. I had brought two vials of terad, a single vial of srirach, and a single tub of coxberry paste. That should be more than enough to give me a chance, unless of course, Carth managed to avoid my darts again.

      There came a shuffling sound and I spun, whipping a dart as I did. It flew straight but was swatted out of the air before it could strike. Carth watched me with an amused expression on her face.

      “You’ve returned?”

      I shrugged. “Job wasn’t done.”

      She leaned down and grabbed the dart that she’d knocked out of the air. She brought it to her nose and sniffed before flicking her tongue out to taste the toxin along the needle. Her mouth pursed as she did and then she flipped the dart back to me, letting it spiral in the air. I grabbed it and stuffed it back in my pouch.

      “Coxen. The berries are tart and make a nice sleeping draught.”

      Given what I’d seen down in the room beneath us, I shouldn’t have been surprised that she would have recognized the coxberry. Add to that the way that she’d simply batted away my dart, and it left me with a growing doubt that I would be able to do anything to capture her anyway. There weren’t many with the talent to confound me, but Carth had enough skill to prevent me from harming her. I wondered if she might be able to capture me were she so inclined.

      “It seems that you’ve not been sent to kill me,” she said.

      I shrugged. “That’s not always the job.”

      “No?”

      “Usually, but not always.”

      There weren’t many who recognized the different degrees of work that were needed, or how death was sometimes the easiest option. Orly had often hired me to bring him people alive. The first time, I’d mistakenly thought that it was because he wanted to talk to the man—a merchant who’d made a practice of overcharging Orly and his men—only to learn later how Orly had used his time with the man. He’d been allowed to live, but missing both hands and his tongue. I’m not sure that death wouldn’t have been better. Now I made a point of truly understanding Orly’s request before bringing anyone to him. That was why Carth had been such a struggle.

      “Who is offering coin for prostitutes?”

      She smiled a wolfish smile. “I think that’s how it works, Galen of Elaeavn. Surely even you know—”

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

      She considered me for a moment, the smile fading. “Then you will come with me.”

      I hesitated. The last time I’d gone with her, she’d shown me the healing center. What did she intend to show me this time?

      I could choose to not go with her, but then again, I’m not sure that I would have been able to slow her with one of the darts, and I was certain that I didn’t want to go hand to hand with her. It was unlikely that I’d be able to stop her.

      The other possibility was that she might simply attack me. I didn’t think that she would. Had she intended to, she would have done so by now. She’d made it clear that she didn’t fear me, and even clearer that maybe I was the one who should fear her.

      But if I didn’t go with her, would I be able to find her again? I suspected that she had come to me with a purpose. More than that, whatever she wanted to show me was likely related to the reason that Orly wanted her. And maybe related to what I’d overheard last night.

      “And if I don’t?” I asked.

      She tipped her head, watching me. “There is a game from my homeland that you might have heard of. Tsatsun.” I shook my head. “A pity. It is played with pieces, each with a different purpose. Right now, you are like the Farist.”

      “What does that do?”

      She shrugged. “It is used to test the opponent. Mostly it is sacrificial.”

      I didn’t care for what that implied, but there was no doubting that I still had no idea what I was here to do. “Fine. I’ll come.”

      She nodded, as if there had been no question. She stepped to the edge of the roof and jumped.

      My breath caught. We were a good two stories up and she’d simply jumped off the roof. I considered myself fearless, but Carth had a different level of fearlessness.

      I stopped at the edge of the roof and glanced down. She stood waiting for me, eyes focused on a nearby building. She made a few small gestures with her fingers, and I watched for a moment until I realized that she was signing to someone. I scanned the street, looking for who she might be communicating with, but I couldn’t find them. Either they were hidden or they watched from behind a window.

      Unlike Carth, I had to hang from the edge of the roof and then drop to the ground. Even that was more than most would have been able to manage. So far, around Carth I’d seen someone with her abilities, I’d seen a woman who seemed able to scale walls, and now I’d seen her simply jump from a height.

      She glanced over at me, her face almost unreadable, but my Sight caught the hint of amusement pulling at her eyes, almost as if she wanted me to ask how she’d managed to jump from the roof. I decided not to give her that.

      “Where now?” I asked.

      “Come,” she said and started off, twisting through the streets of Eban as if she’d known them her entire life. It had taken me months of stalking the streets to no longer feel lost as I made my way, months spent searching through the alleys, climbing from roof to roof, and lurking in places where I often had to defend myself.

      Come to think of it, I’d never heard of Carth in Eban before, but she clearly possessed a well-established system. The tunnels beneath the building weren’t new. They would have taken time to establish, and I didn’t think that she could have simply shown up in Eban and come across buildings like that. From the way that she navigated the streets, it was likely she’d been here before.

      Could she be a threat to Orly? Was that why he wanted her brought to him? I didn’t think so—I would have heard of someone like her before now if she was really a threat to the thief-master, but what other reason explained everything that I was seeing?

      As I followed her through the streets, I noted that we steadily made our way downward. Eban was worked into a gentle hill, nestled along the bank of the Narahn River. Most of the city sloped down toward the river, working toward the bluffs that looked over the river valley. When I’d first come to Eban, I’d taken a small fishing vessel down the Narahn, letting it take me where it would.

      That it would take me to Eban had been chance and luck, or perhaps it had been the hand of Isander still guiding me long after I left his mentoring. I doubted that it was the Great Watcher. There wasn’t any reason for the Great Watcher to look down on me with anything but pain and sorrow. Then again, that had been what I’d found so often in Eban. This was a city of darkness, a place where the thief-masters ruled of much of the city, and a place where many came to disappear. Since I’d settled here, it was a place where I’d caused many to disappear.

      “The docks?” I asked.

      We’d been walking in silence for the most part, with Carth scanning carefully as we walked, as if expecting an attack at any moment. Eban could be unsafe, but I doubted that she was in any real danger, particularly at this time of day. Once the sun set in full, then she might be, but no more than me. Possibly less, given what I’d seen of her abilities.

      “There is something you should see, Galen of Elaeavn,” she said.

      “Just Galen,” I said.

      She glanced over at me. “You no longer claim your home?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “What do you know of Elaeavn?”

      Few knew much about Elaeavn. Either you were born to the city or you were not allowed a part of it. There were some who came to the city, but they were men like me in Eban, outsiders, usually smugglers, people living on the wrong side of the law.

      “Your city is not welcoming to those like me,” she said.

      Something about the way she said it made me wonder exactly what she was. Not of Eban, whatever her knowledge of the city might imply.

      “You understand the way the city is ruled?” I asked.

      “I do,” she said.

      That alone was uncommon. Few knew the intricacies to the way the Elvraeth ruled over the city, choosing five to sit among the council, the same council who would pass judgment. I’d gone before the council many years ago, back when I’d made the mistake of harming one of the Elvraeth. How much different would things have been had I not been exiled? Would I have followed Della, learning all that she learned as a healer, or would I eventually have come to use my knowledge in the same way that I ultimately had? If not for Della, I never would have gone to Isander. If not for my first teacher, I never would have found my next.

      “Then you likely understand how some are exiled.”

      Her eyes widened in understanding. “You are one of the Forgotten.”

      I was not surprised that she knew of the Forgotten, not after what I’d seen from her. “Yes. I am one of the Forgotten,” I said.

      I expected her to ask what happened, or why I had been exiled, but she did not. Instead, she turned away and motioned down the street, pointing toward one of the large, deep-keeled boats moored along the docks.

      The ship was painted dark red and black. The masthead was shaped something like a young woman, though she had sharp fangs and long, sharp nails on her hands. The sails were rolled and stowed. Ports along the side of the ship for oars were shuttered. Three women, all dressed in leather much like Carth, worked on the deck.

      “This is yours?” I asked. “You’re the captain?”

      She flashed me a frown. “Captain does not so much describe my role.”

      There was too much I didn’t know. What was she to Orly? From what I’d seen, she wasn’t a slaver, but I thought that I understood why Orly would have called her one. Had I learned of the ship first, the most likely reason for her to have a ship was for slaving. I’d found her differently, mostly by chance. A name whispered in a tavern I frequented had led me to her part of town, but even that might have been a setup now that I’d seen what kind of woman Carth was.

      She started up the gangway and jumped onto the ship. The three women working on the deck each stopped and stiffened, making a point of nodding to her. Carth made a few small movements with her hands and the women glanced at me before disappearing from the deck.

      “What did you say to them?” I asked.

      “That you were hired to capture me.”

      “And they disappeared?”

      A wry smile turned her lips. “They do not fear my capture. If I were gone, another would succeed me. That is how it will always be.”

      “Who are you, Carth?” I asked.

      “I thought you more worldly than this, Galen of Elaeavn. It disappoints me that you must ask.”

      “I’ve disappointed many over the years,” I said. “Rarely have I been as confused as I am.”

      She looked over my shoulder, and I turned. Coming up the gangway were two pairs of women carrying a bundle between them. To my surprise, I recognized two of the women. One was the healer that I’d met beneath Carth’s rooms. The other was the woman I’d lost the night before while fighting off the three men. All remnants of paint were removed from her face and her lips were no longer stained a bright red. She eyed me for a moment before turning her attention to Carth and nodding.

      The woman they carried between them was covered in bruises, her face completely swollen and her eyes staring unfocused at the deck of the ship. One arm hung limp while the other was a maze of scars. Dried blood covered her clothing, making her look as if she’d been to war.

      They carried her below deck and disappeared from view.

      The other pair held a woman in much the same shape. She couldn’t even hold her head upright on her own and sagged between the two women carrying her. She was dead weight to the women who struggled to get her below deck.

      “What happened to them?” I asked.

      “The same as happens to most in their position,” she said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Carth grunted. “That is becoming increasingly clear, Galen of Elaeavn. Had you understood, you might have a different opinion of the man who hired you.”

      I’m not sure that would have changed anything. Orly might be many things, but he was not one to attack women like this. If they crossed him, I had no doubt that he would kill them no differently than he killed anyone else, but he had no special pleasure in it, not like many I’d seen.

      Then who had injured these women? The ten silvers must be a bounty, but why?

      “What do your women do?” I asked.

      “They do many things,” she said.

      I looked at the door the women had used to go below deck. “Why do they end up like that?”

      “There is a price to what we do, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      I thought about what I’d seen from the one woman the night before. What reason would a woman with skills like that have for painting herself like that?

      If she was skilled, could she not make herself appear to be a prostitute? What better way to get close to someone and take that opportunity to kill them? Any attempts that I made required me to get just as close, only I didn’t have the same benefit that they did of using their sexuality.

      “You’re an assassin,” I said, not as a question.

      Carth’s eyes narrowed. “You think so little of me that you think I would belittle myself to serve as an assassin?”

      “I think that you’ve shown particular abilities that I’ve never seen before. I think that your women have much the same ability. What else would you claim other than assassin?”

      “Not assassin. Not death. Information.”

      I looked again at that door leading below deck. Information? Could Carth have spies here in Eban? It would fit with Orly wanting me to bring her to him. Women would be able to get places that I could not and would have a reach greater than anything I could manage. They would be able to find information that others would not. They would even be able to make suggestions. Such a network would be powerful. And dangerous.

      “Then what has happened to these women?” I asked. “And why are you here?”

      “The better question, Galen of Elaeavn, is why are you here?” Carth turned away from me and started toward the lower level of the ship. In that way, the dismissal reminded me Orly.
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      Smoke filled the tavern, mixing with the stench of ale and the scent of roasted meat and dry bread. A fire crackled brightly in a hearth in the corner, and lanterns hung from posts. Serving women hurried from place to place, dropping mugs of ales at tables, or steaming plates from the kitchen onto tables.

      I sat alone, my back pressed into a corner, making a point of looking everywhere at once. A mug of ale sat untouched in front of me. Every so often, I made a half-hearted attempt to feign drinking, enough to make it seem like I was trying to drown myself in my ale like so many others in here. The serving women no longer bothered me as they had when I first came in.

      What reason would Carth have for coming to Eban? And why had she drawn Orly’s attention? Did he know that she curated a network of spies? Did others?

      That might explain the bounty, but I still didn’t know who offered it.

      There was one person who seemed to know, if only I could find Natash again.

      A younger woman came out from behind the kitchen and turned toward me. She smiled, and when she did, her eyes twinkled softly. Dark brown hair was tucked behind her ears and she wore a low-cut dress, revealing more cleavage than would have been proper in Elaeavn, though in Eban, it was still considered conservative. When she reached my table, she pulled out the stool across from me and plopped down.

      “Galen. When I saw you sitting here for the last hour, I thought we were going to have some trouble.”

      I smiled. I’d known Talia since I first came to Eban, long enough that she knew what I did, and long enough for me to learn how she was connected in ways that others were not. She could reach both merchants and the typical laborers coming through this little tavern, a place called the Brite Pot. With those connections, she usually heard more than I did, at least, more than I did until I was hired. Often times, she gave me a warning that I was about to be hired.

      “Talia, I promised I’d never conduct any business here, didn’t I?” The tavern had the usual collection of people, mostly fishers or laborers, with the occasional merchant, though mostly they went to the fancier taverns. Nothing that I would ever be hired to handle. When I was hired, it was because the cost was worthwhile. Others could handle a place like this, stop in here long enough to slip something into a drink, or perhaps wait outside for the right time. They didn’t need me.

      Talia coughed and glanced around. “So none of these men?” she asked.

      Her eyes settled on a pair of men talking heatedly over a pair of dice. Neither seemed to notice how loud they were, or the fact that people sitting at nearby tables noticed their conversation. One of the men made a point of jabbing his finger toward the other, only to have the finger grabbed and twisted.

      A blonde serving girl swooped toward them, stopping long enough to lean in and whisper something softly. As she did, the men visibly calmed, one releasing the other’s finger, and then picked up the dice, throwing them onto the table again. Their voices dipped, no longer boisterous and loud.

      “Nothing here,” I answered.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because I needed to talk to you,” I said. “There’s something going on in Eban that I don’t really understand.”

      “And you think that I might have answers that you don’t?”

      I touched the top of her hands and she smiled as she met my eyes. Were this a different time, or were I a different man, Talia would have been a woman to pursue. I couldn’t do that to her, couldn’t bring her down into the darkness that was my life, no matter how much she might suggest a willingness. “You always have answers that I don’t,” I said.

      She smiled widely. “What’s this about? You haven’t touched your ale.” She took the mug and tipped it to the side, glancing inside. Her eyes narrowed as she did and her nose crinkled slightly, the way it did when she studied something. She sniffed at the ale before setting it down. “Maybe you should get another mug anyway,” she suggested.

      She started to stand and made a show of carrying the mug away. As she did, she tripped, and the mug went flying to the ground, where it shattered. Talia cursed and knelt to pick up the pieces, shoving them into her apron. She glanced up at me when she finished and motioned with her eyes to the back of the tavern.

      I’d missed something, but Talia hadn’t.

      I studied the shards of the broken mug now scattered across the wooden floor. The ale pooled and would need to be wiped up. Talia had smelled something in the mug, but what was it?

      My Sight wasn’t any help. The rough planks mixed with the pale yellow ale, and dirt from dozens of boots pooled within. What she’d noticed could have been anything. But the way that she’d grabbed the mug and hurriedly stood made me think that she’d seen something dangerous for me.

      After Talia disappeared, I reached into my pouch and grabbed a fistful of darts, palming five. Three were tipped with coxberry, while the others had terad, enough to kill.

      I stood and started toward the back of the tavern. The Brite Pot was connected to an inn, more of a boarding house really, with a half-dozen rooms that were usually rented by the same people. The minstrel playing at the lute winked at me as I wound past him, playing up a staggering sort of gait. I didn’t meet his eyes, not wanting to reveal myself yet.

      When I reached the door to the inn, I glanced back. The two men dicing had started toward the back of the tavern. One was wider, almost flabby, and had graying hair. The other was lean and had a thick mustache of the style favored in Cort. I frowned. Neither of them seemed all that capable, but then again, with what I’d seen from Carth, I needed to be more careful with my assumptions. Another man, a muscular man with long hair hanging to his shoulders who had been sitting with a prostitute near the back of the bar, stood as well.

      I made a point of banging on the walls as I climbed the stairs to the next level and then paused at the top. A narrow hall led to the rooms, three on either side. At the far end, another stair led up. Some of the girls stayed on that level.

      A door closed and two sets of feet hurried up. I wondered where the third was, unless he stayed at the bottom to watch. I touched the darts and shrank up against the wall, listening.

      “Came up this way, he did,” one of the men whispered. “Damn woman went and spilt the ale. Wasted good brew.”

      “Nat wants to see him alive, so got to wait until he’s out. Put enough theazon in the ale to knock out a wolf, so we should be fine. ‘Sides, you saw him staggering up this way. Not much longer and he’ll be out.”

      Theazon. A fragrant herb, and one that was potent when powdered. Mixed into a bitter drink—say, something like my ale—it wouldn’t have much of an odor, but there should still have been some sign. I’d been so caught up in trying to understand what happened with Carth that I hadn’t paid the usual attention to what else was happening around me. Had Talia not warned me, I might have made a mistake and taken a sip. Depending on how much they’d slipped into the ale, it might have been enough.

      My irritation at myself got the best of me. As soon as they reached the top of the stairs, I flipped a dart at each. Both men made it a step before falling, hitting the ground with a grunt and a thud. I ignored them and stepped past.

      The third man, the one who had been sitting at a different table, looked up. His eyes widened at the same time as I flung the third coxberry dart. He ducked, and the dart sunk into the wood of the door.

      Staying low, he pushed open the door and hurried back into the tavern. I didn’t bother chasing him. If he was with these other two, there would be no point.

      The door opened and Talia popped her head in. “I thought you said you weren’t going to conduct any business here,” she said.

      “Not my business.”

      She shook her head and grinned, then started up the stairs. At the top, she peered around the corner and saw the two unmoving men. She grunted softly. “Dead?”

      “No reason to kill them,” I said. Not yet, at least. If they proved to be more trouble than I wanted, that might change. For now, I could keep them alive. They had mentioned Nat, and I could only assume that meant Natash. I didn’t think Natash was stupid enough to send his men after me, and considering how I had questions for him, maybe I should have let them take me. “Got a room I can borrow?”

      “You thinking to take advantage of them now that they’re all sleepy?” she asked. “I didn’t know that was your thing.”

      I snorted. “Maybe a little.”

      Talia led to the last door on the right, which she pushed open. I grabbed the closest man and dragged him down the hall and threw him inside. Then I went back for the other one. There was no reason to take it easy on them. They would have done the same with me had they managed to reach me.

      The room was simple. A narrow bed pushed up against the wall. A stack of sheets was folded atop it, at least clean and recently washed. That wasn’t always the case. A short bench sat across from the bed with a washbasin resting on top of it. Nothing else.

      Talia leaned against the far wall as I took the sheets and used them to bind the men by their arms and legs, tying them together. The coxberry would wear off soon, and I wanted to make certain that they were secured before it did.

      “Why did you come here again?” she asked as I worked.

      I grunted when I cinched the last knot tight. “A job I’ve been hired for.”

      “You think I can help you with one of your jobs?”

      I knelt in front of the men and pulled their boots off their feet, throwing them over near the bench. Then I searched their pockets, pulling a stack of coin from both. I wasn’t beyond pilfering from them, especially since they had seemed plenty willing to attack me. Talia arched her brow at me as I did, but said nothing. I checked them for anything else, taking a pair of knives from the thicker man with graying hair. The other one, thinner and with a bushy mustache, carried a short sword. I dumped all of this by the door as well.

      “This is a different sort of job than I’m accustomed to accepting,” I started when I was finished searching them. “I was asked to capture.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate the change in pace,” Talia said.

      I took a seat on the bench across from the men. Neither yet moved much, but the wider one started to strain at the bindings. Likely he did it without realizing it. Once the coxberry fully faded from his system, he’d be moving with more agitation. The knots would hold. Either that, or I’d use the two terad darts I had in my pocket. It wasn’t that I wanted to use the terad darts, but I wasn’t about to put Talia in danger.

      “Change can be good,” I agreed. “Most of the time. This was a simple request. I was to find a slaver.”

      Talia’s mood changed immediately. Her face darkened and she started wringing her hands together as she leaned against the wall. Most women who worked the taverns in this part of Eban felt the same way about the slavers. Occasionally, slavers would think they could come and take the prostitutes, women who offered themselves willingly, and force them to become courtesans. There was a big difference between choosing to offer oneself and being forced to do it.

      “There aren’t any slavers in town, Galen.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. With Talia, it was always good to question. She had different sources than I did and often knew enough that it changed my mind about certain jobs. If only I had a few more friends like her.

      “I’d know.”

      I thought that she might. It was the reason I cursed myself for not coming to Talia in the first place when hired to find Carth, but then, I tried to keep her from getting mixed up with Orly. There might not be any way to fully keep her protected, but of the thief-masters in Eban, he was the only one who left me with an uncomfortable sensation. The others wanted control and power, but Orly had those and still wanted more. He was a dangerous man, and one I wouldn’t risk exposing Talia to if I didn’t have to.

      “Good. Turns out the person I was looking for wasn’t really a slaver anyway.”

      I watched the men, waiting to see if they moved as I spoke. As soon as they woke, I had questions for them. They were the kind of questions that Talia might not want to be present for.

      “What was he?” she asked.

      I met her eyes. “Not what I was expecting. What do you know about a network of women informants in Eban?”

      Talia laughed. “Spies?” she asked. “That’s what you mean by informants, isn’t it, Galen?” She tried to make her voice sound light, but the tension around her eyes, and the way the muscles around her mouth twitched as she said it, told me that she knew something. She squeezed her hands together, just enough to blanch the skin.

      “I’ve seen them, Talia,” I said softly. “Why are women getting hurt? Who has a bounty on them?”

      Talia worked to control her breathing, an exercise that strained her more than it usually did. I could see the emotion slipping across her face, that of concern for how much she should share with me mixed with what I suspected was a desire to protect the women involved.

      “You’ve noticed that we have different women here tonight?” she asked.

      I hadn’t, but then again, I hadn’t noticed that my drink had been poisoned. Had I attempted to take a drink, I might have been the one lying bound atop the bed instead of these two men.

      Talia forced a smile. “Galen, you don’t hide your thoughts nearly so well as you think.”

      I frowned, and she laughed softly.

      “Your face. I don’t need to be one of the gifted from Elaeavn to know that you didn’t notice. You never really notice the women, do you?” she asked. There was a hurt note in her voice with the question.

      “I would never treat a woman like that, Tal,” I said.

      “I know you wouldn’t. Most of these girls come here because they know the coin is good. They know the inn is clean. And they know there are those willing to do whatever it takes to keep them safe.”

      I sat up, the way she said it striking a chord within me. “You?” I asked.

      How had she noted the theazon in the ale? Had I missed more than the companionship that Talia wanted from me all these years? Had I overlooked something else about her?

      Then there were the abilities I’d seen from Carth and the other woman, abilities that seemed almost impossible, if not for the fact that I’d grown up in a place where impossible abilities were the norm. Talia had never shown anything like that before, but that didn’t mean that she didn’t possess them.

      “I do what I can to keep our girls safe,” she said.

      “I don’t understand,” I started. I shifted to the front of the bench, not trusting myself to stand. My fingers flipped through the coin that I’d taken off the men. “Who are these women?”

      Talia stood still and dropped her hands to her sides. “Eban is a big city, Galen, and situated as we are on the Narahn, a place where traders move through. Knowledge comes through here. That knowledge has value.”

      “And Carth?” I asked.

      Talia’s eyes narrowed. “How is it that you know that name?”

      “That’s who I was hired to find.”

      Talia folded her hands in her lap as she looked at me. “You will kill her?”

      “I’m not sure I can,” I said.

      She breathed out a relieved sigh. “Good. Galen, you don’t know what you’re dealing with here. If you were to harm her—”

      I shook my head and cut her off. “That’s not it, Tal. I’m not sure that I could kill her.” What I’d seen of Carth and what she’d shown me and now what I was beginning to suspect from Talia, explained why Carth needed to be as skilled as she was. If she operated on a scale like it seemed that she did, what was I, a single assassin from Eban, to her?

      “You underestimate yourself,” Talia said, looking over at the two men on the bed.

      Talia might have seen a slice of the type of work that I did, enough to know what I was, but taking care of these two men was quite a bit different than stopping Carth. “I’ve seen her, Tal.”

      Talia’s breath caught. “She’s here? In Eban?”

      “She’s here. And something is happening, though I’m not exactly sure what.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The leaner man on the bed twitched. Not much longer and they would be awake again. Then I’d have to begin a different line of questioning. “When I found her,” I started, then caught myself. That wasn’t quite right, was it? I hadn’t exactly found her. She had found me. And then knew to trail me in the fog, using it to take advantage of me.

      Carth had known.

      First Orly tried to use me, now Carth seemed interested in trying to use me. But why? At least with Orly, I had the hope of coin, payment for my time. With Carth, I had no such promise. Only more mysterious visits.

      “What happened when you found her?” Talia asked.

      I shook my head. “She showed me a place of healing,” I said. “Mostly women, though there were some children. A half-dozen healers and twenty or so women, but room for many more.” Talia’s expression told me that she wasn’t surprised to hear this. “You know about it,” I said.

      She nodded slowly. “Most in my position do.”

      “And what exactly is that position?” I asked.

      Talia tapped her foot, glancing from me to the men lying on the bed. “Have you ever wondered why most of the taverns in Eban are run by women?”

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      Talia snorted. “Like I said, Galen. You’ve never really noticed the women.”

      I thought about the taverns I’d visited. In my line of work, taverns were a common place to visit. I was reasonably well-known in most, enough that I recognized the faces there, but not enough to know who actually ran the place. The Brite Pot was different, mostly because I came here for my own reasons, a place to sit and occasionally have an ale. At least it had been.

      “The women own the taverns?” I asked.

      “Some. More than what is typical, I think. But there’s a woman in a position like mine in every tavern.”

      “You still haven’t told me what position that was,” I noted.

      She shrugged. “I gather information and send it on to where the others can use it.”

      “And the healers?”

      She glared at the men on the bed. “Some men think they have a right to more than they’ve paid for,” she said. “Women get hurt. We take care of them.”

      There was more to it, but I didn’t push. Partly because I had secrets of my own and I wouldn’t have wanted Talia to push for them, but mostly because I didn’t think that Talia would share. “Then why would Carth be here?” I asked.

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know. As far as I know, she shouldn’t be. And if someone knew with enough notice to hire you, then she’s in danger.”

      I grunted. “I doubt that.”

      Talia cocked her head and frowned.

      “I’ve seen Carth in action. She doesn’t have too much to worry about.”

      The wider man started to moan, telling me that the coxberry had finally started to wear off. In another moment or two, it would be out of his system enough for him to talk. I stood and grabbed one of his knives before facing him.

      Talia watched me, her eyes dark with a question written in them. “She knows why you were hired?” she finally asked.

      The man kicked against the bindings. With the knot I used, it would only pull tighter. “She knows. After I told her, she brought me to the place of healing. When I found her again—”

      “You found her twice?” Talia asked. She didn’t bother to hide the surprise in her voice.

      I shrugged. I’d thought that I’d found her the first time, but maybe she had come after me. The second time, she’d clearly come to me and made no point of hiding her presence. I still didn’t really know why. “As I said, the second time, she took me to her ship and made a point of showing me the women she was rescuing from the city. That was when I learned about her network.”

      Talia’s eyes tightened slightly when I mentioned the ship. She pushed away from the wall and started toward me, resting a warm hand on my arm. “What will you do when you’re finished with these two?” she asked.

      “Depends on what they tell me,” I said.

      “And then?”

      That was what she really wanted to know. She needed to know whether she needed to fear me trying to abduct Carth and bring her before Orly. “Depends on what they tell me,” I said.

      Talia nodded and slipped out the door, leaving me with the two men, now both awake.
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      My questioning of the two men told me only that Natash had been offered ten silvers for each prostitute they brought in. I still didn’t know if it mattered which women they chose, or whether Natash knew of Carth’s spies.

      How had they found me? Usually, I made a point of being difficult to find and had expected at least one of them to give up how they had known, but neither had been willing.

      Talia offered to take care of them for me. Now that I knew she was more than a barkeep, I wondered exactly what she’d meant by that. If she was trained by Carth, or at least those like Carth, would that mean that she’d kill them and dispose of their bodies? The thought of them dead didn’t bother me nearly as much as the idea of Talia being the one to do it. In my mind, I preferred a different image of her, but that might not be any more accurate than the image she had of me.

      I stood on the shores of the Narahn River, studying the ships in the harbor and searching for signs of Carth. The red and black ship that she had shown me remained moored at the dock. Other ships had taller masts, most as if trying to make a statement, but the deep-keeled ship of Carth’s seemed suited to speed.

      Why would she have come by ship? And then, why would she have allowed me to see it?

      Nothing made sense any longer. For some reason, I felt like I was being used by both sides, neither of which had any real reason. Orly likely wanted Carth because he’d learned about her network of spies, but why would Carth have come to me? The more I thought about it, the more likely it was that she was the one who had planted information in my ear about where to find her. That meant that she’d been ready for me when I first found her, and that she’d known who I was from the beginning.

      If she knew that, then she might even know that Orly had sent me after her. Why show me the healers? Why show me the ship? It was almost as if she wanted my help, but what could I do that her network of spies could not?

      I still had to contend with the fact that Orly intended for me or someone else to bring Carth to him. If not me, then whoever he would hire would likely make a mess of it. There would be killing and death. Not only women would suffer. In that, Talia was wrong. I did notice the women, especially considering what had happened to my mother.

      Movement down the street caught my attention. It was dark and the lanterns on the street weren’t necessary for me, so I could tell that a crowd began gathering in the shadows near the docks. I made my way closer, touching the darts in my pouch and grabbing a set of six. Better to be safe than risk exposing myself. At this hour, a gathering crowd was never a good sign.

      A part of me knew better than to head toward them. I usually preferred to hang to the back and observe, but with what I’d been seeing, what Carth had shown me, I was worried.

      I wanted answers.

      I took to the rooftops. One of the advantages Eban offered was that the roofs were situated close together, making running from roof to roof often quite easy, especially if you were able to jump the distance between them, as I was.

      Most of the roofs in this part of town were slate. The heavy rains often found in Eban made solid roofing necessary, and the neighboring mines gave a steady supply. I’d long ago learned to modify my boots so I didn’t slip. Others weren’t clever enough, or perhaps they weren’t agile enough to move easily. There had been many times when I’d been chasing someone and they had simply slipped, falling to the ground below. Most of the times, the falls were fatal.

      As I reached the crowd, anger surged through me. Two women—both wearing the heavy paint of the typical tavern prostitute—crouched before four men. One of the women had a split lip that dripped blood down her chin. The other had a crooked leg from a fracture that would need splinting.

      Damn this. Could this all be about information? Was that why they had been attacked?

      Natash and whoever hired him would pay for this if that was the case.

      “Don’ hurt her too bad. Can’t get her to talk if she does.” This was from a tall, slender man who stood slightly apart from the others.

      “I don’t think he needs them to talk.”

      The others laughed, but not the slender man. “We don’ know why he wants them, so best not to piss him off too much, you know?”

      “You think Orly cares if…”

      I stopped listening at that point.

      Could Orly really have done this to these women? Would he really have placed a bounty on them? What did he think he could do, eliminate Carth’s network? To do that, he’d have to kill dozens of women.

      Rage boiled within me. I jumped from the roof, flicking a pair of darts as I did. Both hit, sinking into the nearest men. As the terad set, they dropped. The other two turned quickly, swords unsheathed. I tossed a pair of darts, but only one hit. The slender man swept his sword more quickly than I expected and darted toward me.

      As I rolled to the side, flipping a dart, I heard him grunt before falling.

      I looked up and saw a hooded figure standing near him. A slender blade was held in his hand.

      I’d miscounted.

      Two darts remained, and both were terad tipped. The toxin would set quickly, but could I move quickly enough? The first sailed over his head when he ducked. The man slipped closer, holding the long blade like a sword as he danced toward me.

      I watched for a moment, tracking his movement before sending my last dart.

      It caught him in the hand.

      I pulled myself to my feet and made my way toward the hooded figure, moving carefully as I did. The women watched me, both with eyes wide. “Go,” I hissed. “Get to safety.”

      The woman with the broken leg whimpered as she was lifted. They moved slowly down the street—toward Carth’s ship, I noted—quietly whispering as they did.

      When I reached the hooded man, I pushed back his hood with the toe of my boot, not expecting who I saw. And here I’d thought it one more man attacking the women.

      The dark-haired woman from the night before lay motionless on the ground, this time with something more toxic than coxberry coursing through her veins. I pulled the dart from her hand. Terad tipped, there was no coming back from that, not without a significant healing ability.

      Something like the narcass leaves I had in my pouch.

      I could leave her here. There was a price for the work I did and risks I suspected she understood, but I suspected the only reason she had come was to protect those women. It was the same reason I’d dropped from the rooftops. Had it not been for me, I suspect she would have stopped the men just as well. Now she would die.

      Unless I attempted to revive her.

      Narcass was rare and difficult to acquire. Few places possessed it in much quantity. If I used it now, I’d either have to do without or I’d need to make a journey outside Eban. It was possible that I might find a merchant able to bring it to me, but something like that would take months, time that left me in danger.

      If I didn’t do anything, she’d be dead in another minute.

      I reached into my pouch and found the leaves, wrapped in waxed paper. Unfolding the paper, I pulled out two. That left one remaining, possibly not even enough to save me if I were to need it, but two leaves were needed to reverse the terad. I crushed them and smeared the dust on the inside of the woman’s mouth.

      Then I lifted her and slung her over my shoulder.

      The streets were quiet as we made our way along them, almost strangely so. When I reached the street where I’d last seen Carth, I felt the weight of eyes on me. I stopped in the middle of the street and lowered the woman to the ground.

      “Help her.” I spoke into the darkened buildings. “She was poisoned by terad, but given narcass. She should pull through, but she’ll need healing.”

      Then I left the woman lying there on the street. I knew that someone would come for her.
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      Carth found me for a third time, though this time I knew that she would. I stood on the rooftop, barely three buildings away from where I’d left the woman I’d poisoned, making a point of standing, unmoving, out in the open. Either I’d be attacked or someone like Carth would come find me.

      “You did not have to restore her,” Carth said.

      I grunted. “It was my fault. She shouldn’t die for trying to help,” I said.

      Carth stepped toward me, appearing out of the darkness and dressed in black leather that would blend into the night. Only the soft glow of her skin would give her away to someone else, but even that might not give enough notice, especially with as quickly as I’d seen her move.

      “You sedated her last night,” Carth remarked.

      “I had questions.”

      “Had?”

      I grunted again. “The questions remain, but they are different.”

      Carth nodded. “You are a difficult man to understand, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      “You knew that I’d been hired,” I said.

      “I told you that I trade in information.”

      “What were you trying to show me?” It had taken me too long to realize that had been her intent, but I still didn’t understand why.

      “You’ve seen what I wanted to show you.”

      “The women?” I asked. “That’s what this is about?”

      She stepped lightly across the roof toward me. I didn’t even hear her feet. I chuckled softly. The times I had heard her had been intentional, like so much else with her. “From what I’ve seen, you are capable enough of keeping them safe.”

      “You have a certain reputation, Galen.”

      “I thought I did. I’m not so certain it’s earned.”

      She stopped next to me. She smelled of heat and sweat, but also of bitter spice mixed with floral undertones. It was a powerful combination, one that forced me to shake off the effects.

      “You healed one not your own. You saved when it was not needed. You have restraint. For an assassin, that is remarkable.” She twisted and faced me. “Tell me, Galen of Elaeavn, why the thief-master Orly would summon Carth of C’than to your city.”

      C’than. I filed the name into my mind, vowing to learn where that might be. Since my exile, I’d traveled many places, had seen many cities, but none were known as C’than, and none had women as powerful as Carth.

      “Orly didn’t summon you to the city.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Did he not ask you to bring me before him?”

      “Seeing as you ask, I suspect you already know the answer.” I paused and considered. “Why would you say that he summoned you?”

      “The answer is as I’ve shown you.”

      “The women?” I asked, feeling a fool for not seeing it sooner. Orly was a bastard, but a calculating bastard. Attacking women he thought might be spies was just the sort of thing that he would do, especially if he thought it would get Carth’s attention.

      She nodded.

      “And you thought that by showing me, that I would what? Be convinced that I should not take on the job? That’s not how Orly works, Carth. If it’s not me, he will hire another.”

      She smiled. “You think that I fear another?”

      “You fear me?”

      She hesitated. “I respect you. That is enough, I think.”

      “So you came to Eban because Orly had these women attacked? You allowed yourself to be drawn out?”

      “I came to Eban for you, Galen of Elaeavn. Another would have served as well had it only been about bringing the Binders to safety.”

      Binders. Another word I filed away. I doubted that Carth would explain that to me now, and there were other, more pressing issues.

      “Why me?” I asked.

      “Because he fears you,” she answered.

      “Orly? He doesn’t fear anyone in Eban, and certainly not me. He’s too well-protected to fear me.”

      Her smile changed, becoming darker and more wolfish. “I never said that he was stupid. He knows to keep those he fears close to him. You are useful to him. This time, I think, you will be useful to me.”

      I shook my head. “I know Orly. It won’t end simply because you want it to.”

      She tipped her head as she studied me. “No. It will end because you want it to. You will suggest that he ends the needless attacks. If he does not, then you will have no choice but to complete the task that I will ask of you.”

      “You think that I can get close enough to Orly?”

      Carth leaned close. Her breath smelled bitter, almost the scent of scallot powder, a rare plant that grew to the north that I’d only once smelled. Isander kept it, mostly for demonstration. The plant itself was said to be near impossible to find in the wild and would not grow otherwise. There were many uses for it, not the least the enhanced senses it offered.

      “I think you have already shown that you can eliminate one of the city’s thief-masters. Orly knows to fear you.”

      “What you ask will only place a bounty on my head.” That wasn’t what I feared. Most of the assassins in the city were handled easily enough, but I didn’t want to leave Eban. Not yet. Not until I learned the reason Isander had claimed I needed to come here.

      “You remember how I told you of the game Tsatsun?” I nodded. “This is much like the game. Orly cannot move without fearing that I will strike. I will not risk moving unless he makes the move necessary.”

      “And I am the piece in the middle? The Farist? You will sacrifice me for what you want?”

      She smiled. “No longer the Farist, I think. Now you are more like the Tsa. A valuable piece, and one I would not risk needlessly.”

      I thought about how I would tell Orly, and what his reaction might be. I doubted he would take it well, but Carth was right: He would not risk himself without knowing enough. Seeing how Carth had remained one step ahead of him, I doubted that he would act anytime soon. It exposed him to risk.

      “So this was nothing more than you recruiting me to be your piece?”

      I should have been more upset, but mostly I was impressed. I didn’t care about Carth’s network of spies, but I did care about the needless beatings. If I could be the Tsa that stopped it, then I would do so.

      Carth smiled and stepped to the edge of the wall, then dropped something that landed with a loud clink onto the roof before jumping to the ground and quickly disappearing.

      I didn’t need my Sight to know that she’d left me payment. From the sound of it, what she’d left was much more than Orly had promised, enough to keep me from needing to take any additional jobs.

      Why did I have the feeling that it still wouldn’t be enough?
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      “Give me the reason that I shouldn’t have you killed.”

      I sat across the table from Orly, the ales set in front of us untouched, rolling a dart between my fingers. I might manage to throw it if he had the two men standing behind me attack, but I didn’t like my chances afterward. The tavern was one of his, and everyone in the place would defend him.

      The soft sounds of a single lute cut through the other voices in the Lonely Cross. The musician played near one end of the tavern, near the door leading up to the inn. I’d already learned the man playing the lute was one of Orly’s, and the lute somehow a weapon that he could use.

      The door to the outside was to my left, but I would need to fight through a tableful of men dicing, each seemingly drunk. The stiff way that most of them sat told me that they were less intoxicated than they appeared.

      Even the serving girl posed a risk. She carried a long, slender blade beneath her serving tray and made a point to come to the table often and check if we needed anything.

      Orly had agreed to the meet, but wanted it in public. I knew coming in that what he considered public meant I would die if I made a wrong move.

      “You need me,” I said. I wasn’t sure that it was true, not after what I’d done, but figured it was the safest answer.

      Orly leaned back and his mouth cocked into a half-grin. He ran a hand across his short, gray hair and shook his head. “I need an assassin who won’t kill? Galen, I think that you overestimate your talents. There are dozens of assassins within the city who I could use. You were chosen for your reliability. Now that seems to no longer be the case.”

      I cocked my wrist, prepared to fling the dart if something changed. Like most of my kind, I was taller than Orly, and with my reach, I could practically stretch across the table and pierce him with the dart. He knew that, which was his reason for all the protection around him.

      I couldn’t see the two men behind me, but they loomed close enough that I could practically feel them. Orly counted on the threat they suggested, and on the fact that I would miss with my attack were they to close in. I wondered what he would do if he knew how much I was willing to sacrifice?

      “You chose me because there isn’t another with my skill. If you push this, Orly, the other assassins will die. Every one of them.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly and I caught the way his mouth twitched. There was a hint of uncertainty there. Enough that I could use it.

      “Do you think that I care about the other assassins?” he asked.

      I nodded toward the men behind me. “You can’t accomplish what you want in the city with men like this.” I made a purposeful motion, waving toward the lute player. “He is skilled, but there are only so many places where his skill is truly useful. And those men,” I nodded, motioning toward the table near the door, “are too brutish for what you would want.”

      I forced a smile. Were I quick enough, I figured I could handle five or six of them if they attacked. It wasn’t the short supply of darts that put me in danger; it was the close quarters and the fact that the way out lay through all of them. I might be able to make it through a half dozen, but I still didn’t like my chances.

      Orly made a subtle motion with his hands, telling the men standing behind me to split around us and come to stand next to him. They split around us and came to stand next to him. I’d seen one of the men before. He was burly and carried a thick club that I didn’t doubt would be brutally effective were he to strike me. The other worried me somewhat more. He was thin and short for someone of Eban, and had a narrow scar running along his chin. There seemed a simple grace in the way that he walked that suggested he would be deadly with the sword he carried. A Neelish sellsword. I wondered how much Orly had to pay to acquire one of the famed swordsmen. More money than I would ever see, likely.

      But he saw the value in the man, I suspected. After the promise that I’d made on behalf of Carth, Orly had every reason to need someone like the sellsword. If it came down to blades, he alone might be able to prevent me from reaching Orly. With me, it never came down to blades alone.

      “Tell me what it is that you think that I want?” Orly said.

      This would be the tricky part. Carth had shown me what Orly intended, and convinced me that the way he had drawn her to Eban was part of some greater plan of his. With Orly, I never doubted that there was another plan beyond what he shared. I had been hired to capture Carth, a woman I learned was more skilled than I could ever imagine, a woman who had simply played me, guiding me through the streets of Eban as if I were some piece in a game. In many ways, that was exactly what I had been for her. But she had shown me compelling reasons to break the contract I’d taken with Orly, enough for me to risk exposing myself to the most dangerous man in Eban, and enough that it forced me to remain in Eban to ensure that Carth and her people remained safe. It was more than I had ever expected to do.

      “I don’t know what you want to do,” I said. “I only know that Carth cannot be a part of it. And the women she controls will not be a part of it.”

      The women were the part I least understood. I hadn’t known about a network of women spies throughout Eban until meeting Carth. It took my friend Talia to share her role in the network for me to really understand. Orly thought to control that network, to use it to gain power, but I’d seen what he’d been willing to do for that control, the way that he had placed a bounty on the prostitutes to draw Carth to Eban in the first place. I couldn’t let him harm another woman for his plans.

      I leaned toward him, needing to make this point completely clear. “You will leave them alone.”

      Orly smiled. “She got to you.” He laughed and slapped his hands on the table. “I would have expected it with another, but of Galen? I thought you more professional than that. I didn’t think you’d allow yourself to get caught up by a beautiful woman.”

      Carth might be attractive enough in her exotic way, but for Orly to call her beautiful told me that he’d never seen her. “Perhaps that is all this is. Tell me, Orly, what do you know about Carth? Why was she the assignment?”

      With my Sight, the gift given to me by the Great Watcher, I saw how the corners of his eyes narrowed slightly, and the soft way that his mouth made a slight frown, but it was the increased pulse tapping in his neck that told me what I asked of him made him uncomfortable.

      In my line of work, people lied to me often. Most wanted nothing more than time. Most in my position would not offer that, or if they would, there would be a price. My price was nothing more than knowledge. I had little qualms about taking a life, but it had to be the right life, for the right reason. Good people died every day; I wouldn’t be the reason for more to die.

      Usually with Orly, there was truth in the assignments he gave. He rarely deceived me so completely, though he often withheld information that he thought would get in the way of me taking the job. He knew the kind of assassin I was, and he knew the requirements I imposed. Most of the time, he made a point of hiding only what he thought might prevent me from completing the task he had at hand. Rarely was he right.

      The last assignment had been no different. And entirely different. After meeting with Carth, after finding out what kind of woman she was, and losing to her more than once, I understood the threat she posed for Orly. The thief-master wanted to consolidate control. That was the reason that he’d hired me several times before, often manipulating me into completing the tasks. This time might have been the same, had not Carth found a way to manipulate me even better. She had called me a piece in a game of Tsatsun. It was a game I was woefully unprepared to play.

      “It seems you know more of her than I do,” Orly said softly.

      “I doubt that.”

      He tipped his head, his eyes darting around the tavern. I still didn’t know if I was safe or if he would decide that I needed to be neutralized. I made certain to keep the dart gripped carefully, and my pouch with the others was open, ready for me to grab them. I might not be quick enough to take down the sellsword, but a terad-tipped dart might slow him enough to give me a chance.

      “Perhaps you are right, Galen. Tell me, what did she say to convince you to help her?”

      “It’s not what she said.”

      “Ah. Say no more. She showed you her little hospital.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that Orly knew about the injured women, and if I’d had any doubt about his involvement with what had happened to them, that was erased. That he knew about them and the healers tending to them made clear that he knew how they had come to that place.

      Maybe Carth was right and that I would have to lean on Orly more than I expected. I wasn’t sure that it would work. In spite of what Carth claimed, I didn’t think that Orly feared me. From what I’d seen, Orly didn’t fear anything.

      “She showed me what else you had done. That will stop.”

      Orly leaned far forward, closing half the table’s distance between us. He made a point of meeting my eyes. “Will it? You think you understand the purpose behind everything that I do?”

      The serving girl approached. The blade beneath her tray glimmered with reflected light from the lanterns hanging on posts throughout the tavern. I didn’t want to risk an errant poke, and I didn’t want to be forced to attack the woman. That would make me no better than Orly.

      “I saw the way you had those women attacked.”

      The serving girl paused. I had timed the comment intentionally. I may be a game piece, but it was a game I would need to learn how to play, especially if I was trapped between what Carth intended and what Orly did. If I wasn’t careful, I could be crushed between them.

      Orly leaned back, and his smile returned. He waved away the waitress. She hesitated. It was subtle, but enough that I knew she’d heard me. It might not change anything for her today, but if she could somehow be used later, then maybe the comment had done what I needed.

      “You saw what Carth wanted you to see. As she saw what I wanted her to see. You are a skilled assassin, Galen, but there are things you haven’t learned.”

      In one motion, I pushed back my chair and gained my feet, the dart held between my fingers. Neither the sellsword nor the big man behind Orly would meet my eyes. “Perhaps,” I agreed. “But you will stop the attacks. The contract with Carth is cancelled and another will not accept it. If they do, they are mine. If another Binder is injured at your hand, I will return for you.” I used the term that Carth had used for the women, but didn’t know if Orly recognized it.

      Orly spread his hands across the table. “Do you intend to remain in Eban?”

      “I will remain.”

      “How will you find work when there are none to hire you?”

      I patted my pocket. More gold than I’d ever seen filled my pocket. I had Carth to thank for that. With it, I’d been able to replenish my stores and ensure that I had enough darts for nearly anything that might come.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Orly smiled, then lifted his mug of ale and took a long draught. “It was good seeing you, Galen. Let’s talk again soon.”

      I stared at him for another moment before making my way through the tavern, one hand rolling a dart, the other ready to grab others. No attack came, but that didn’t mean that I hadn’t been beaten. With Orly, I never really expected to win.
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      The attack I expected inside the tavern came about two blocks away.

      I recognized that I was being followed, but curiosity made me wait to learn who might be trailing me. They came upon me as soon as I left, and the stealthy way they shadowed me told me they had been expecting me. Once I left the tavern, I hadn’t really expected Orly to have me followed, so either I’d missed something or this wasn’t Orly’s doing.

      Either way, I wanted to know who chased me.

      My pursuers thought they were quieter than they were, and the way they made no attempt to disappear into the shadows told me that they thought they were sneakier than they were. I wondered if they knew about my Sight. The darkness didn’t bother me; I could see as well at night as I did in the daylight. Only fog—rare enough in Eban—presented much of a challenge, but even with that, there were ways around it.

      I paused at the next street corner and started left before quickly veering to the right, ducking into the shadows along the street. As soon as the first shadow slipped around the edge of the street, I flicked a coxberry-tipped dart toward the man I suspected there. A sedative, it wouldn’t kill and gave me a chance to ask questions.

      The dart hit home, and the man dropped to the stones without another sound.

      There was still one more person chasing me. I swept my gaze around the street, trying to see where they might have disappeared. If they had seen the other fall, it was possible they had abandoned the attack, but I doubted it. In Eban, attackers like this persisted until they succeeded. That was the only way to get paid.

      A soft scraping came from behind me. I spun and flung the dart at the same time. It struck the man in the shoulder as he swung his knife down in a violent arc, sweeping toward me. I managed to step to the side before it could hit and caught it, twisting it out of the man’s hand before it could clatter to the stones. I didn’t know if there was another with these two but didn’t want any sounds to alert another to my presence.

      I glanced at the knife. It was finely made steel, with a smooth bone hilt. A knife like this would be valuable. If these men were any good, it would also likely be tipped in poison. Hating the need, I flipped the knife at the nearest wall, where it sunk into the wood all the way to the hilt. No use letting someone accidently get poisoned.

      It only took few moments to grab the other man and drag him into the alley next to his friend. Using strips of cloth torn from their shirts, I bound their hands and legs so that neither could get free. Then I waited.

      Coxberry worked quickly, and it worked out of the system fairly quickly as well. I considered dragging the men somewhere else to question them, but by the time I reached anyplace that would be safe, the toxin would wear off. Then I’d either have to dose them again or deal with the struggles. It was simpler to stay here and wait. Besides, I hadn’t decided whether they would live.

      The man with the knife recovered first. With a toxin like coxberry, it was difficult to predict how it would affect people. Some recovered slower than others and body size or gender seemed to have little to do with it. In some ways, it was like drinking ale. I’d seen the largest men get out drank by tiny women.

      He groaned and tried to roll over. My knee on his back kept him from rolling almost as much as the bindings around his wrists and ankles. He spat and then tried working his tongue around his lips. After coming around from coxberry, most had the same reaction.

      I knew the dry mouth effect well. While learning of various toxins and their antidotes, my master, Isander, had made a point of having me experience each firsthand. Even those immediately fatal, I’d experienced. Isander figured it was the only way for me to learn who deserved to share in those experiences. Some, like coxberry and terad, were painless. Others, like the srirach in my pouch, were incredibly painful.

      As I knelt atop the man, I dragged my knife across the stones, letting him see the sparks fly from the blade. “Tell me why you followed.”

      The man shook, whether from fear or the thought he could toss me from him, it didn’t matter. I pressed harder down into his back.

      “Your friend will come around next. I don’t need both of you.”

      “You are Galen,” the man said in a grunt. His voice was thick and he spat again, turning his head so he could try to look up at me.

      “You know I am. Now I would know why you followed. Who sent you?”

      I didn’t think it was Orly. Had he wanted me dead, the attack would have happened in the Lonely Cross, but maybe not. There would have been more risk to him there. Had he attempted to take me in the tavern, he risked something happening to him as well. At least here in the streets, he could feign ignorance. If there was one thing Orly was not, it was ignorant.

      “A… A job. Nothing more.”

      The other man started to grunt. I placed my knife beneath this one’s chin, jabbing up. If he moved his head even slightly in the wrong way, it would pierce the skin and sever the artery in his neck. A quick death, though messy. I preferred other ways when killing was needed.

      “Tell me, or you become expendable.”

      “It was Natash,” he said, spitting the words out.

      Natash. A swordsman, and one skilled enough to escape me at least once. I had hoped he’d forgotten about the grudge he held against me. The last time that I saw him, it had been in the streets after he’d tried taking one of Carth’s women from me, a woman I had hit with coxberry so that I could attempt to find answers. Then he’d made the mistake of coming at me in the Brite Pot, a place I had promised my friend Talia I would not conduct any business. I thought he’d worked for Orly, but maybe I had been wrong. For a man like Natash to hire men like this, that meant he had some access to coin.

      If Natash decided that he wanted to make a play for me, then it was time to send him a message.

      “Where is he?”

      “I can’t…”

      “Tell me or this knife will finish the job.”

      The man tensed and then spat again. “If I tell you, I’m as good as dead. At least this way, my wife won’t die too.”

      Damn. That was just the sort of thing I expected from someone like Natash, and another reason I couldn’t leave him alone anymore. Whatever else I might have going on with Orly, I needed to settle this business with Natash.

      I jabbed another coxberry dart into the man’s neck. He coughed once and then stopped moving.

      Moving to the next man, I knelt on him much like I had the other. When he roused enough to realize what had happened, he began thrashing. This one had more strength than his friend, but still not enough to throw me off his back. Few men were able to outmuscle someone from Elaeavn.

      I leaned close enough to his face to note his foul breath, a mixture of thaboc smoke and ale. “Where is Natash?” I asked.

      The man spat. Some of his spittle struck my face. I lifted his head and slammed it into the stones. He grunted.

      “Where. Is. Natash.”

      I punctuated each word with another slam of his head into the stones. If neither answered, then I had other ways I could get information, but that involved a certain amount of work, and I didn’t want to worry about who Natash might send next. He’d already attacked me in the Brite Pot, sending men with an intent to poison me, and now he’d decided that he could risk attacking me on the streets. What next? Would he think to follow me to my home? I’d gone to considerable lengths to keep that hidden, and if Natash attempted to chase me there, I would have no choice but to bring everything that I had against him.

      “You can’t get to him.”

      “I can get to anyone.”

      “Not Natash. Not anymore. After what you did at that tavern, he got himself someplace safe. He’s got connections.”

      “We all have connections,” I said. I didn’t need to remind him of Davin. When I’d killed the thief-master for what he did to his courtesans, word had spread about my ability as an assassin. That had been the best advertising for my services in a place like Eban.

      “Not like this. No one has connections like Natash.”

      I slammed the man’s head again. “What kind of connections? Where is he?”

      Blood ran from the man’s mouth and dripped onto the stones. He spit, but this time, he made a point of not spitting at me, but toward the ground. “Ben. He’s with Ben.”

      Benahg? Well, damn.

      I hesitated, and the man began to thrash again. As he did, I jammed another dart into his neck, not bothering to check which one. He writhed a moment and then stopped moving altogether. Only then did I check to see which dart I had used on him. Terad.

      I stood slowly, wiping my hands on my dark cloak and grabbing for another dart. If Natash had gone to Benahg for help, and had been granted it, then I needed to be more careful. Most within Eban I dealt with were like myself and Orly, living outside the law, making our way through the underbelly of the streets. I thought Natash like that as well, especially given the way that he’d sent men after me at the Brite Pot and now here. But if he’d involved Benahg, not only one of the city’s councilors, but one who led the council, then I risked not only the dark side of the city but the guard itself.

      I didn’t know if that made Natash stupid or desperate. Probably both. Desperate men often were stupid. But it made what I now needed to do even more difficult. Reaching Natash would be nearly as hard as getting to Orly—only, if I made a mistake, I was bound to get all of Eban’s might coming for me.

      As I stood on the street corner, still crouched in shadows, I stared out at the street. As far as I could tell, nothing moved, but that didn’t mean that no one was out there. I climbed to the nearest rooftop and crouched, surveying the darkened streets of Eban. From here, I could see farther than I could otherwise, and with my Sight, I could make out even the rats scavenging. At first, I thought there wasn’t anything else, but then I saw the glint of steel.

      One of the city guard. There would be another. They always patrolled in pairs, but they should not be here, not in this section of Eban, and not with Orly’s control here.

      I found him on the opposite side of the street, also tucked back away from easy view. Then I knew that Natash had already managed to bring the might of Eban after me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          11

        

      

    
    
      “What do you plan on doing, then?” Talia leaned back in the chair, her low-cut dress forcing me to drag my eyes up to her face. She noticed and smiled. Talia had been nothing more than a friend to me in the time that I’d been in Eban, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t tried for more. It was the challenge that appealed to her, I think.

      “If he’s with Ben, then I’m not really sure.”

      “And you still have Orly to deal with,” she reminded me.

      She tipped back a mug of ale and took a long drink as she glanced around the tavern. I’d only recently learned the way that she ran the tavern and the way that she worked with Carth in order to do so. Like me, Talia had secrets. Mine had more to do with my past and the reason I’d left Elaeavn in the first place. Hers seemed to be about how she had assumed control of the Brite Pot.

      One of the serving girls, a woman with a painted face meant to signal her intentions to the customers, made her way toward Talia. Her hips swayed widely as she meandered toward us, touching men on the back of the neck or occasionally running her hand across their cheeks as she passed. A few reached toward her, but she was experienced and either turned at just the right moment to avoid the grope or playfully batted their hands away.

      She stopped next to the table. She was short, probably no taller than the middle of my chest were I standing, and mostly petite, except for the buxom way her dress filled out. It wasn’t quite as pronounced as Talia’s, but then, she didn’t really need to be.

      “Mistress,” she said, slipping a folded piece of paper across the table.

      Talia slid the page off the table and down into her pocket. The girl moved off, making her way to the next table, where she stopped long enough to touch both of the men sitting there. They barely paused shooting dice, continuing their conversation, as if oblivious to the fact that the girl was even there. One of the men reached toward her ass, but she turned away from him and moved on.

      “She’s skilled,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” Talia commented.

      I laughed softly. “That’s not what I meant,” I said.

      “I know what you meant.” Talia took another drink and set her glass back down. She reached across the table and caressed my arm. “Don’t worry, Galen. I wouldn’t allow another a chance with you until I had mine first.”

      “Talia—”

      She patted my arm and pulled her arm back. “You need to loosen up. You might enjoy life a little more if you do.”

      “If I loosened up, I wouldn’t be able to do my job.”

      “There are others who could do your job.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I nodded toward the paper she’d tucked into her pocket. “What was that about?”

      They playful expression on Talia’s face disappeared. “That’s none of your concern, Galen. I think that we’ve already established what I do. Do you think that I need to reveal all my secrets?”

      “Not all of them. Only those that put you in danger,” I said. I took a drink and then set the mug down. The Brite Pot was the only place I felt safe drinking the ale. Not because it was significantly better than any of the other taverns in Eban—if anything, it was probably worse than most—but because of Talia and the fact that I knew she wouldn’t do anything that put me at risk.

      “I’ve been in danger since I first step foot in this city. Your presence here doesn’t change that or make it any less so,” Talia said.

      “If I could—”

      She came around the table where she kissed me on the cheek. “I know that you would. That’s the reason I’ve done everything that I can to help you.”

      “Not because of Carth?” I asked.

      Talia stiffened slightly. “I didn’t need Carth for me to know that I should trust you. Whatever else you are, you’re someone who can be trusted. There aren’t many like you.”

      “Assassins?”

      Talia smiled and brushed loose strands of hair back from her face. “Men.” She stood and glanced around the tavern. “You need a place to stay for a while until you figure out how you intend to deal with Natash?”

      “I don’t want to put you in any more danger than needed. I think my place is safe enough.”

      “Some day you’ll have to show me your place,” she said.

      I smiled. “Some day,” I agreed. “With Natash, if he’s figured out a way to draw Ben in, then I might need to let him sit. Once I figure out what’s going to happen with Orly, I might be able to ask for his help.”

      “Do you really want to owe Orly a favor?” Talia asked.

      I didn’t, but I couldn’t think of any way to get to Natash, not in that part of the city. I had connections, but fewer than Orly, and apparently fewer even than Natash. Making an attempt in the city without help put me directly into harm’s way.

      “What other choice do I have?” I asked her.

      “You always have choices.”

      She traced her fingers across my cheek as she started away. Neither of us ever expected that day to come. For me, it couldn’t. I wouldn’t drag someone I cared about into my world, and I still hadn’t earned the forgiveness of the Great Watcher to end my service. After what I had done, I might never earn out my service, regardless of what Isander claimed when I first went to him for training.

      Talia left the tavern completely, leaving me wondering what she’d learned that would make her need to rush off so quickly. I sat there for a little longer, watching the women working their way around, noting how they were essentially ignored as the men gamed, or drank, or simply sat and talked. Carth had a perfect network of informants. Few would expect the prostitutes of the city to be so well organized. Why would someone ever think they would be? When a man went looking for one of the painted girls, there was a very specific intent, and when he came looking for ale, there was another. In both cases, the tavern women were there, able to provide what the men wanted, but also ready to gather whatever information was available.

      This was what Orly wanted. If not the network itself, he wanted access. Given how he traded in secrets, such knowledge was invaluable.

      And maybe, I wondered, it was about more than that. I wouldn’t put it past Orly to be thinking beyond Eban. Could there be other similar networks in other cities?

      Why wouldn’t there be? Carth wasn’t from Eban and had still managed to consolidate the power within the city. It wasn’t a large leap to envision her doing something similar in other cities.

      Damn.

      I made my way after Talia. That was a question I needed to have answered. Then I would figure out what to do about Natash.

      Outside the tavern, the night was cool. Smoky lanterns provided some light, but not much—and more than I needed. A few people moved along the streets. One couple weaved drunkenly and stopped at the Brite Pot, following the sounds of the music into the tavern. I didn’t see where Talia had gone.

      If she went on an errand for Carth, she would likely be heading for the docks. That was where I’d last seen Carth and her people, but then again, there was the place of healing hidden within the city as well. For all I knew, Talia could have been heading there. Or neither place.

      The Brite Pot was in a dirty section of Eban. Most of the really good taverns were in parts much like this. There were other places within the city, with other taverns, all serviceable in their own way, but none with the same vibrancy as found in the outskirts. Even the women working in the tavern were friendly, the prostitutes cheaper. It was the reason so many with means came down from the better parts of Eban. It was also the reason there was so much violence the farther away from the city center you went.

      Without really knowing where Talia had gone, I started along the streets. The questions about Carth could be saved for later. For now, I had to decide how I was going to convince Orly to help me reach Natash. Usually, he was the one giving me the jobs. This time, I would somehow have to convince him to help me, and do it without him realizing that was what he was doing. It was all a game, and one I wasn’t sure I played at the same level as those trying to play me.

      Sounds of shouting drifted down the street. I continued more cautiously than before, staying close to the shadows. The sound died out quickly, almost too quickly. I’d known shouts like that and knew how they would be silenced just as quickly. Whatever had happened wasn’t my business, but then again, I couldn’t help but feel compelled to investigate.

      A body laid in the middle of the street. Streetlamps were stationed far enough apart that the body fell in pools of shadows between them. I could make out a heavy cloak and long, dark hair, but nothing else.

      I glanced up the street but didn’t see who might have attacked. Peering the other way was no better. I hadn’t passed anyone here, either.

      What was going on?

      Grabbing a pair of darts, I hurried forward and crouched in front of the fallen person. As soon as I neared, I sucked in a sharp breath.

      I rolled Talia over. Her eyes were glazed and blood seeped from a wide gash along her throat. I clamped a hand to her neck and ripped a strip of cloth free from her cloak and bound it around the wound. Cinching it too tight would choke her, but not tight enough that she would bleed out. I wasn’t sure I could save her either way, but I wasn’t about leave her here.

      She groaned softly as I scooped her into my arms, already running. Talia blinked and a moment of clarity came to her face. A weak smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Galen…”

      “Shh,” I said, trying to soothe her. I ran through the street, thinking of only one place that I could take her. Had it not been for Carth, I wouldn’t have known the place existed. As it was, I didn’t really know why it existed, but was thankful that there was someplace I could take her.

      I sprinted, tearing through the streets, ignoring the strange looks from the few people I passed. With each street corner, I worried it would be the last breath Talia would take. I could sense the life fading within her and knew that she had little time remaining. Medicines wouldn’t save her, and neither would a surgeon. What she needed was a healer, and not the kind found in places like Eban.

      I stopped in front of the door to the hidden hospital and kicked on it. The door opened quickly, and two short swords jabbed toward me. Hollow eyes peered out at me from the darkness, and the blades lowered. A slim woman with a lithe dancer’s build stepped forward. She was dressed in little more than a sash around her chest and waist. She touched Talia’s skin and throat, and then ushered me inside without another word. We hurried through the building, reaching the lower level, where she led me into the healing chamber.

      Rows of tables filled the space. Fewer were occupied than the last time I’d been here, and this time, most were older women. At least I didn’t see any children as I had the last time.

      I set Talia onto the cot the woman indicated. She barely moved and didn’t breathe at all. I feared it might be too late for her.

      “What happened?” the woman asked. She grabbed linens and a basin of water and started to gently wash at the wound. I kept pressure to it, afraid to let go, knowing what would happen if I did.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You weren’t with her?” she asked. She gently pushed my hands away. Talia’s neck started oozing blood immediately. The woman leaned forward and parted the flesh in her neck. With a practiced hand, she sutured deep beneath the surface.

      I couldn’t help but watch, surprised that I would find someone with the skill to do what she did here in Eban; the woman sewed the artery back together.

      I’d seen Isander attempt something similar once. He was a skilled healer and had training as a surgeon, but what this woman managed made Isander’s technique look childish. The bleeding eased and finally stopped. The woman dabbed at Talia’s neck, drying the blood, and then stitched the skin of her neck together with another layer of sutures.

      “Won’t that get infected?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “The deep layer is gut soaked in sournam.” She finished and tied off the ends of the suture, and then bandaged Talia’s neck. The stitching was fine work and wouldn’t leave much of a scar.

      If Talia survived. She’d lost a considerable amount of blood. I don’t know if she’d be able to pull through in spite of what the healer had done for her, but at least she’d have a chance.

      “You are quite skilled,” I noted.

      The healer rinsed her hands in the basin she’d set next to the bed. The water turned coppery from the blood. “Have we any choice?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She sniffed. “Do you think this is the first time one of our women has been brought here for their injuries? Do you think this was the first time I’d seen one like this?”

      I’d seen what had happened here, the work that they did to save those who’d been injured. The last time I’d been here, I had helped to set a boy’s shoulder when the healers hadn’t known how, and had thought that their knowledge lacking. Clearly, that wasn’t the case.

      “Will she live?” I asked.

      The healer dried her hands and studied Talia. She breathed, but it was thready and irregular. I touched her arm and noted how cool her skin felt. Too much had been bled out of her, maybe more than she could tolerate. Only, I knew Talia as a strong woman, and knew if any could survive an attack like that, it would be her.

      “I have done what I can,” the healer said.

      I touched the other side of Talia’s neck and then her wrist, feeling for pulses. They were faint. Her breathing stopped, and then started again, as if coming in fits. I’d seen this before, and none had survived.

      The woman brushed her hand across Talia’s head and murmured a soft prayer.

      “Prayer won’t work,” I said.

      “There is nothing more that can be done.”

      I looked around the room. In spite of the rows of cots, it wasn’t the same as a true center for healing. There was one in the center of Eban, but they catered to those with money, not women like Talia. Even were I to get her to a place like that, she was likely too far gone for anything to really help.

      Maybe prayer was the only hope she had remaining.

      Talia moaned softly and fell silent.

      I couldn’t do nothing. I’d carried her through the city to find help. This woman had managed to stitch her together and stop the bleeding. With as much blood as she’d lost, there was one thing that could help, but I’d only seen it once, and that out of necessity. It was dangerous to attempt.

      “You could give blood,” I said softly.

      The healer shook her head. “Even were it possible, attempting would surely kill her.”

      “She’s dead if nothing is done,” I said. “She would rather take any chance at survival, regardless of how slim.”

      “And who would be the donor? You have some knowledge of healing, so I assume you understand how important that is? The blood must be compatible, Otherwise, both could die.”

      I stared at my friend, watching her life continue to fade. I had so few friends that I would do anything to preserve those I had.

      “I will be the donor.”

      The healer gasped. “You? You are of Elaeavn. Your blood—”

      “Is compatible,” I said. I didn’t know whether it was or not, only that it had worked the last time I’d attempted this. I thought of what I might need to make this work, and what might be readily available. The supplies were nearly as important as the actual blood. “Dou you have thorson reeds and needles?”

      The healer nodded slowly. “I think I can find them.”

      “Good. Now hurry.”
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      The reed poked into the soft skin along the inner side of my arm near my elbow. She hadn’t the right kind of needle, nothing with a hollow bore, so I’d been forced to use from my supplies. The coxberry tainting the two I chose would at least provide some anesthetic. Hopefully they wouldn’t sedate me too long.

      “Careful as you place it into her arm,” I said. Blood was already running through the reed. Much longer and it would drip out, wasting what Talia needed. “You’ll need to pinch the reed to control the flow.”

      The healer squeezed Talia’s arm and shook her head. “I can’t see the vessels. She’s lost too much.”

      I helped. With my Sight, I was able to see the contours of Talia’s arm and the way the veins protruded slightly. With a steady stroke, I slipped the needle into place and then took a seat back on the cot next to her. Blood started running from me and into her.

      The healer stood between us, her hand carefully holding the reed. “Tell me, Galen of Elaeavn, how an assassin learned this.”

      I hadn’t realized that she knew my name, but wasn’t surprised. That she served here, in the heart of Carth’s network, working to save these women, meant that she likely heard as many secrets in Eban as Carth. “I wasn’t always an assassin,” I said. I rested my head on the cot and let my eyes drift closed. Losing blood like this would weaken me and would take time for me to recover. It put me into a dangerous position, but for Talia, it was a risk I would gladly take.

      “You are well-known within Eban as a skilled assassin,” the healer said.

      I grunted. “Well-known may be stretching the truth.” And it would defeat the purpose of how I operated. I didn’t want to be well-known. I couldn’t achieve what I wanted, couldn’t be offered the right kind of jobs, if I was.

      “Perhaps in the proper circles,” she said.

      “And what circles are those?” I opened my eyes to see her studying me.

      “Those where it’s heard that a certain swordsman has taken to hiding in Hightown.”

      I stiffened slightly. I’d learned that Natash might have the support of Benahg, but not that he had actually taken to hiding with him. That indicated something more than support, and meant that perhaps the healer was right. Maybe I was well-known.

      I still didn’t know exactly where to find Natash. Even knowing that he had taken to hiding with Ben didn’t help. Hightown was a section of the city where I would have more trouble moving safely. The homes were larger, the inns less accessible. Even the rooftops were less hospitable, separated far enough apart to make them useless. Even once I discovered which home was Ben’s, would I be able to reach Natash?

      “The streets have been dangerous lately,” the healer went on. “Especially those around Shengard. As an assassin, I’m sure that you know the area.”

      I blinked slowly, fatigue from the steady drip loss of blood making me lightheaded. Was the healer telling me what I needed to know to find Natash? “I think I can find it.”

      The healer nodded. “You haven’t told me where you learned this technique.”

      “It’s not the first time,” I answered. “My mentor was injured and this was the only thing that could save him.”

      “Did he survive?”

      I nodded. The injury had changed him, not the blood. Isander had been hard before taking the sword to the chest, but he was also fair. The recovery had been slow, but after he came around, he had been almost cruel. That was around the time I decided it was time for me to move out on my own. Isander hadn’t stopped me; I’m not sure that he could have stopped me at that point, or that he wanted to try.

      Talia took a breath. It was weak, but she breathed.

      I nodded to the healer and she pinched the reed as I eased the needle from my arm. She pulled the other from Talia and handed the reed to me. I took the needles and wiped them off before replacing them in my pouch.

      The healer ran her hands over Talia’s arms and her neck, pulling up the dressing to check on the wound before replacing it. She pressed down on Talia’s jaw and examined inside her mouth before moving down her body. Satisfied, she stepped away.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      “She breathes. For now, that is enough.”

      When I stood, I rested my hand on the cot to steady myself. After something like this, I needed water and food. With enough time, the off-kilter sensation should pass, as it had passed when I’d been forced to do the same for Isander, though he had been even closer to death than Talia and had required more blood to survive.

      I took a turn at examining Talia and ran my hands over her with a familiarity I wouldn’t have dreamed having with her were she well. There is a certain detachment learned when you’re a healer, but that detachment is challenged when it’s your friend lying injured. Or your mentor.

      As I reached her waist, I checked the pulses in her groin as I slipped my hand into the pocket she’d placed the note. The folded piece of paper was still there, and I fished it out with the practiced pickpocket skill I’d learned from Isander. Had I not learned, I would have ended up jailed several times already.

      “You will stay with her?” I asked the healer.

      “We stay with all who lay here.”

      “Send word when she awakens.” I didn’t bother telling her how to find me. With the Binders, I suspected they would know how to find me. And if they didn’t, I trusted that Talia would.

      I started away, holding onto the cots for stability as I weaved through, stopping and leaning on the door for a moment. The woman standing guard glanced at me but made no effort to stop me or offer to help. I hadn’t expected either.

      The hall leading back to the stairs and out to the street was darkened. For a moment, my Sight failed, leaving me in shadows before I realized that I had simply closed my eyes. I took a forceful breath and snapped my eyes open, holding one hand on the wall as I passed. I should have taken more time to rest before attempting to leave. Studying with Isander had taught me the effect of blood loss. I knew what I needed to recover, but I preferred not to do so in a place where I would be so exposed.

      No one stopped me as I reached the upper levels, or attempt to slow me as I stepped out into the street. I shuffled along, my eyes feeling heavier than I remembered from the last time I had given blood like this. My mind moved slowly, as if in a fog. Even my Sight failed again.

      There came a shuffling sound behind me and I reached for a dart as I turned. I was too slow and a shadow appeared in front of me. I couldn’t see anything, couldn’t tell who it might be, but flicked my dart. I heard it hit, but too far away.

      I’d missed.

      I sprawled to the ground, my legs kicked forward. I tried to open my eyes, but couldn’t. My mouth felt dry and I spat, trying to work moisture into it. The effect was much like coxberry.

      “Carth,” I whispered.

      A shadow stopped in front of me. I noted the bitter scent with floral undertones that mixed with her heat. “Galen of Elaeavn.”

      I tried to sit up, but my body didn’t respond. “You poisoned me,” I said.

      Strong hands lifted me from the ground and carried me. “Did I? I don’t seem to recall doing so, but then again, there are a great many things I don’t recall.”

      I thought through how they could have poisoned me. The healer could have placed something into the reed as she pinched it, but doing so would have led to enhanced effects. Whatever happened had been delayed. Could they have set something on the cots or along the walls? I doubted that, Otherwise, those who came for healing would have similar reactions. I couldn’t think of anything I might have touched…

      The folded piece of paper.

      “It was coated,” I said.

      Carth moved swiftly, and I wondered if she intended to bring me back into her hospital.

      “A safety measure,” she said. “Ensures that only those intended would open it.”

      “How was she not affected?” My words began to slur. In moments, I would be out until the effect wore off. I knew from experience that it would take me about half an hour to recover from a typical dose of coxberry.

      “Are you sure she was not?” Carth asked.

      I grunted. It was the only sound I figured I could make.

      Carth leaned her face close to me and spoke in a whisper. “We’ve built a tolerance.”

      My mind worked, but slowly. If Carth and those within her Binder network had built a tolerance, that made it unlikely to be coxberry. I’d used it against one of her women, and she’d been out for nearly thirty minutes before recovering. That meant something else.

      The bitter scent on Carth’s breath took on new meaning. Had my mind not been affected, I could work through what they used, but I was beginning to struggle with remembering why Carth would have attacked me.

      “Don’t worry, Galen of Elaeavn. You will be home soon.”
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      Faint light filtered through a dirty window as I blinked my eyes open. My body ached, and I didn’t know if that came from lying on the hard floor or from whatever I’d been poisoned with. Many toxins left a general achiness behind, some worse than the actual poisoning itself. I still felt tired, but rolled over and forced myself to sit.

      “How long was I out?” I asked. I had smelled Carth when I came around and knew that she was still with me.

      “Evanshaff oil lingers for nearly eight hours,” she said.

      My body shook slightly. Evanshaff wasn’t found anywhere near here and was rare enough that I’d only used it a few times. From working with Isander, I remembered the effect of the oil. It worked much like coxberry, but was slower and could be absorbed through the skin. I could see how the paper could have been coated with evanshaff, and could appreciate why the Binders would use it. Were one of their notes stolen, whoever had taken it wouldn’t get very far before the oil would penetrate the skin.

      “I can see that you’re familiar with it,” she said.

      I shrugged, and looked around. I wasn’t surprised that Carth had brought me to my home, or that she had somehow managed to get inside in spite of everything that I’d done to make just such a break-in difficult.

      “You have an interesting collection here, Galen of Elaeavn,” Carth said.

      She stood near the table I used to create my darts and mix the oils used in them. Three shallow shelves atop the table held my collection. Some I harvested on my own, while others were purchased from the local apothecary. It limited me to more creative uses for some common herbs, but then again, Isander had trained me well.

      “More interesting than it had been,” I said. Without Carth’s coin, I would have been even more limited. With her gold, I’d been able to order terad, my preferred powder, and one I could mix into water or oils and load my darts. Terad didn’t grow around Eban and importing it had proven expensive, but I hadn’t found a suitable alternative. It worked quickly and had only a few known antidotes.

      “Yes, I hear that you’ve been busy.”

      I breathed out and stretched. “Tell me, Carth, to what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

      She turned away from my table. Carth was a tall woman, and lean, and moved with strength and grace that was nearly animal-like. She smiled at me in a flash of teeth. “I think it was you who visited, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      “I didn’t know where else to bring her.”

      Carth tipped her head. “And even with our healers, she would not have survived without your sacrifice. You continue to surprise me.”

      “She is a good woman,” I said.

      “Not a lover?”

      I shook my head. “Talia? No. She is only a friend.”

      “She knows what you do?” I nodded at the question. “Does she know that I am in the city?”

      I knew better than to lie to Carth. Likely she’d know if I did. “She knows.”

      “And how does our game go?”

      The sudden change of topic was dizzying, especially with the lingering effects of the evanshaff. “For now, you hold the advantage,” I said. I didn’t know how long Orly would allow that to remain. I suspected he worked to change that as quickly as he could.

      Carth chuckled, a deep, throaty sound. “Do you believe that, or is that what you think I want to hear?”

      I managed to stand and leaned on my knees for support. “Why are you still here?”

      “You object to my presence?”

      Carth was one of the few people in the city I’d met who had not struggled to stop me. When Orly had assigned me the task of capturing her, I had thought it a simple task. Only later did I learn how difficult that would truly be, and how much more skilled Carth was compared to me.

      “Let’s not call it an objection, only that I know better than to think you’re here for my benefit.”

      “I would not have you perish in the street.”

      I grunted and made it to the window and pushed it open. Fresh, cool air pressed out the stale air from inside the room and I took a deep breath, feeling somewhat more invigorated. “How is she?” I asked. I assumed that since Carth knew what happened to Talia, and assumed that in the time that I’d been out—especially if it was up to eight hours, as she said—that she would have learned whether Talia would recover. The blood should have helped by now.

      “She will survive.”

      I took another deep breath and nodded. “Why was she attacked?”

      “That is not of your concern,” Carth said.

      I turned to her. “No? She was carrying something given to her by a woman in the Brite Pot and was attacked moments after leaving me, left to die in the street. What would have happened had I not come across her?”

      Carth stood in front of me. She radiated warmth and the bitter scent I now knew to be evanshaff. “She would have perished. Why is it that she did not?”

      “Because I was there.”

      “Yes. Do you think that chance?”

      I had, but now I had to wonder. “Are you saying I was meant to find her? How would anyone have known that I would bring her to you for healing? How would anyone have known that there would have been anything to be done?”

      “Excellent questions, Galen of Elaeavn. Do you think it chance that you were attacked only the day before?”

      My mind still felt as if it were stuck in mud, the lingering effects of the evanshaff holding me back. Why had Talia been attacked? Random attacks weren’t unheard of within Eban, but it didn’t make much sense that Talia would have been attacked so suddenly after leaving the tavern. It could have something to do with what she carried, but then, that had still been in her pocket. Was there another possibility that I might have missed?

      Could Natash have attacked Talia to get to me?

      “What are you implying?” I asked.

      Carth studied me and then tipped her head toward the window. “The days grow cooler. This weather does not suit me. Soon I will be moving on.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “Isn’t it? I think I’ve given you all that you need to know.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but then, I didn’t really expect a full answer from Carth. And if Natash were responsible for Talia, I knew what I needed to do next. “Where will you go?”

      “Where I am needed.”

      “How many cities have a network of Binders like Eban?”

      Carth offered a smile. “You do not think Eban is unique?”

      “I think you are unique, Carth, but I don’t think that Eban is. That’s what Orly wants, isn’t it? He wants access to your women.”

      Her eyes darkened. “He doesn’t want access, he wants control. There is a difference.”

      That fit with what I knew of Orly. He was not one to be satisfied knowing that the network existed, especially if they posed a risk to him and his plans. “Would you grant him access were he to ask?”

      “There is a price to what you describe.”

      “And what is the price?” I was beginning to think this the real reason that Carth had come to me. She might have been interested in seeing me to my home, but had she only worried about my safety, any of her healers could have brought me back into her hospital and set me onto one of the cots there until the evanshaff wore off. She had brought me to my home, had revealed a secret of the Binders as if to provide warning, and then had remained. I’d learned that Carth didn’t do anything by accident, but what intent did she have?

      Was this all a part of the strange game that she played with Orly? And how did I fit into it? She’d once called me a piece in a game of Tsatsun, one that was expandable. Somehow I had to maneuver myself into a position where I wasn’t an expendable piece. Orly viewed me as hired help, and Carth had already shown that I wasn’t someone she feared, regardless of how much she claimed to respect my skills. And now she spoke of a price to access the Binders.

      “You would have access?”

      “Do I have need of what you know?”

      Carth smiled. “In your line of work, there is always a need for information. Do you not think so, Galen of Elaeavn?”

      There would be, and it would make me even more valuable to Orly if I were able to use what he could not. He would have incentive to keep me around, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted him so incentivized. Knowing Orly as I thought that I did, he would likely make a point of keeping me even closer than he did now. At least now I had a choice of whether I would work with him.

      “There is always value in knowledge,” I said.

      “See? You have more than Sight. You have insight.”

      She started toward the door to the small room and pulled it open. Just beyond the door, the floor dropped off, leaving a gaping hole. The apartment was set atop an abandoned tavern near the edge of town, a place where fire had burned out the main levels, somehow leaving the upper levels intact. Only those willing to climb could make it here. I was not surprised that Carth had managed to, or that she had carried me up to the room.

      “How will I gain access?” I asked. That was the question Carth expected of me, and I would comply.

      “Are you certain you don’t already have it?”

      Then she jumped, disappearing into the darkness below.
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      The streets in Hightown were wider than other places in the city. The shops weren’t any newer, but the paint on their signs was, leaving the appearance of wealth. The air was more fragrant, a mixture of baked bread and sweets, combined with the bright perfumes of cut flowers. People moved with a purpose, all dressed more brightly than in the outer sections of the city.

      I pulled my black cloak around me, knowing that I couldn’t blend in, even at night. It was more than simply the cloak. My height made me stand out wherever I was within the city. Even if my height didn’t give me away, there was no mistaking my eyes for anyone other than one of Elaeavn. It had been years since I blended into a city, years since I had been back in the city where I’d been born. Banishment forced me to leave, and my training kept me away.

      People made room for me to move through the streets. I wanted only to see what I could learn about Benahg and where he lived, but had hoped to do so with some discretion. Even coming at night hadn’t helped. Lanterns were lit every two dozen paces or so, giving a bright light that pressed back the shadows and the night. Guards patrolled openly, their heavy boots sounding off the worn cobbles of the street, the tall plumes on their gleaming helms a signal to others around them to give them room. When I saw guards, I made a point of turning to the side and ducking my head down so that I didn’t stand out. With as many people as were around, I wasn’t sure they would even notice me, but I wasn’t willing to chance it.

      I found Shengard, the street the healer had mentioned. A massive home was set off from the corner by a tall stone fence around it. In this part of the city, having that much space for the home and the land meant wealth. I knew little about Benahg, only enough to know that he served on the council, but not how he’d come to serve. Given the scale of the house, I suspected his wealth had bought him access.

      I paused as I approached the fence, making a slow circle around it as I tried to find the easiest way that I might cross the wall and enter the grounds. More guards were stationed along the front of the house, but these didn’t appear to be city guards. They wore short swords and armor, but no helms that marked them the same way as the city guard. These men appeared more attentive than the guards I’d passed earlier and made a point of keeping their eyes moving, searching all around.

      I’d dealt with well-trained men like this before, but how many would I need to get past? I’d planned this as nothing more than a scouting mission, wanting to learn how well protected Natash would be. Now it was clear that he was very protected. If he was in the compound, I might not be able to reach him.

      If Natash was responsible for what had happened to Talia, I had even more reason to reach him. I still didn’t know how he had known that I would care about her. When his men had attacked the Brite Pot before, I’d not given them a chance to return and share with him. That was a mistake Isander had ensured I wouldn’t make. But then, I hadn’t expected Natash to prove resourceful enough to take up refuge with Ben. Maybe he was better connected than I gave him credit for.

      For some reason, I still felt like I was a piece in someone else’s game. Orly wanted access to the Binders. Not only access, but control. Carth wanted me to be the barrier between the Binders and the thief-master. And Natash wanted me dead.

      I doubted that it was really that simple. It never was.

      I’d failed to get answers from Orly and after speaking with Carth, I was left with nothing more than a sense of confusion. That left dealing with Natash. Even with the risk of entering this massive compound, he was the easiest problem to solve.

      But now wasn’t the time. Not until I knew when he’d return. For all that I knew, Natash wasn’t even in the compound right now.

      Noise from the street caught my attention. People jostled away from the center of the street and the iron gate in front of the house opened. I pushed through the crowd and saw a glimpse of Natash as he walked among four guards, each dressed with dark leathers and moving with the grace of the sellsword I’d seen with Orly.

      Damn the timing. Now that I knew Natash was here, could I really wait and attempt to return later?

      I reached the corner and turned, weaving my way down the street and making an effort to keep my head low as I went so that I could remain somewhat hidden. Another guard watched around the side of the wall on this street, but from what I could tell, there was only one. I weaved toward him and as he noticed me, I flicked a dart toward him. He blinked a moment and then fell in a heap.

      Evanshaff. Carth had left a vial of the oil. My experience with it told me that it had uses, but it was normally hard to acquire. It would last longer than coxberry, and didn’t require that I kill the guards.

      I stopped next to him and pulled him to the side, propping him against the stacked stone wall. He carried a crossbow and a short sword. I left the sword but took the crossbow. A weapon like that had uses, especially since I didn’t know what I might find.

      I made my way down the street and stopped between two lanterns, where their shadows mingled. Glancing around, I quickly leapt over the fence and landed in a crouch on the other side. I heard nothing to indicate I’d been spotted. Natash and the group he’d entered with had disappeared into the house.

      The yard was vibrant for Eban. Flowering plants grew along the wall. A few evergreens were groomed so that they appeared to take the shape of animals. The sounds of running water whispered in the night, but I couldn’t see the stream. Maintaining a garden like this would take incredible wealth.

      I kept low as I started toward the house. Candles flickered in three of the windows facing this side, and voices murmured quietly somewhere to my right. I veered that way, moving as stealthily as I could.

      A couple lounged on chairs behind a statue. They were well dressed, and spoke softly to each other. I wasn’t a Listener and couldn’t hear what they said, but my Sight showed me the wandering hands and the caressing. I wouldn’t have to worry about those two.

      I moved on, keeping my head bowed as I did. I nearly stumbled onto the next guard.

      He stood off to the side of a path leading to the house. Had I not been focused on the house, I might have smelled the tobanash he chewed. His eyes went wide when he saw me, and I jumped forward, clamping my hand to his mouth as I jabbed at him with an evanshaff-tipped dart.

      He twitched and then went down, sliding slowly to the ground.

      I let out a soft breath. I’d almost been caught before I even had a chance to reach the house. That alone should have warned me off, but I was determined, especially after what had happened to Talia.

      With a quiet effort, I dragged the man into the garden and dropped him next to a cluster of trees, leaving him covered by a shadow. If anyone came looking for him, they would sound the alarm—but then, if anyone came looking, I might be in trouble regardless. There was no way of hiding him short of throwing him over the wall, and that would only lead to more questions.

      I made my way back toward the house, checking my remaining darts. The pouch held nearly a dozen, and I had the crossbow were I to need it. The weapon was a little blunter than I preferred, but then again, I preferred coming out alive. That had been one of the earliest lessons Isander had taught me.

      Up close, the house was shadowed and I slipped into the edge of darkness. My Sight allowed me to move easily, and I trailed along the edge of the house. At the first window, I paused and listened. I heard nothing.

      Standing on my toes, I tipped my head so that I could look inside. A fire glowed in the hearth. A pair of chairs sat in front of it. A circular table was nearest to me, with empty chairs all around it. No one moved.

      I slid beneath the window and continued on. Every so often, I glanced to the garden but saw no sign of anyone else. How many guards were stationed there? If only the one, I would count myself lucky, but I’d seen pairs of guards, so it made me wonder what I might have missed.

      As I reached the corner of the house and prepared to turn, I felt pressure in my back.

      Damn.

      “Who sent you?” a voice whispered.

      I jumped forward and twisted. The man had expected the movement and shoved the knife deep into my back. I bit back the grunt, knowing that any sound would only draw more attention. It wasn’t the first time I’d been stabbed—given the line of work I’d chosen, I doubted that it would be the last—and the way I’d shifted my body had caused the knife to run along the muscle rather than shoving deeply into me and risking more serious injury. Painful, but the knife wound itself wouldn’t be fatal.

      Knowing the pain I would experience, I twisted anyway. The knife tore through me, catching on the thick cloak I wore, but ripped free of his hand so that I could face him.

      He was compact and muscular, with flat gray eyes and short, dark hair. I hadn’t seen any guards like him in the garden or outside on the street. With as stealthy as he’d been to sneak up on me, I figured him for a sellsword. If he was Neelish, I needed to get to my pouch quickly or I’d be dead soon.

      I flipped a dart at him, but he ducked to the side, moving quickly. A dark smile twisted his face. The second dart didn’t miss and caught him in the cheek.

      He spasmed briefly and crumpled.

      That surprised me. The dart had only been tipped in coxberry. I hadn’t the chance to reach for anything more toxic. I checked my back. The wound was deep, but far enough to the side that it was mostly through the muscle. I didn’t have time to bind it.

      I checked the sellsword and noted the way blood burbled to his lips. That wasn’t coxberry either.

      Pulling his lip back, I saw the remains of a wax capsule in the back of his throat. Using the man’s sword, I dipped it into the capsule and pulled it forward. I felt weak, as if the evanshaff was hitting me again, and nearly dropped the knife.

      Neelish, then. The knife would be poisoned.

      I reached into my pouch, where I kept narcass leaves. After healing Carth’s friend, I had replaced them, but obtaining narcass from the local apothecary risked quality. They weren’t fresh, but dried at least gave me a chance at survival. My body began to tense, fighting the effect of whatever poison the Neelish blade carried. I couldn’t be certain, but I’d been exposed to Neelish blades before, and narcass worked as a general sort of curative.

      When I pressed the leaves to my lips, I began to convulse. I bit down and chewed, sucking on the dry leaf. My mouth puckered and the leaves scraped along the inside of my tongue, but if I did nothing, I likely wouldn’t survive.

      The convulsion passed. As it did, I heard voices coming at me from the garden.

      Damn. I was in no shape to fight, and might not be for some time. Natash had been smart to hire sellswords able to keep him safe. Combined with the protection offered by hiding with Benahg, there might not be a way to get to him.

      I dragged myself toward the house, needing to find somewhere better protected than lying out in the open. There wasn’t anything I could do for the fallen sellsword, not in my current state.

      I continued to work the narcass leaves, chewing them into something much like a paste and sucking every bit of healing from them that I could. My body began to loosen, but the aches in my joints from how the poison affected me lingered. I wouldn’t have the same strength that I was normally accustomed to. If I couldn’t get the feeling back in my fingers, I might not have the flexibility I needed to grab my remaining darts. It would leave me helpless.

      The voices continued to close in. As they did, the mixture of high and low told me that this was the couple I’d spied in the garden. Maybe I’d get lucky and they wouldn’t see the body. I could hope they wouldn’t even see me.

      Someone gasped.

      Not lucky, then.

      I fumbled for my pouch, but my fingers didn’t reach it in time. A boot kicked me and I rolled over. The face looking down at me looked familiar. He pulled back his foot again and kicked.

      “Who are you?” he asked loudly.

      Too loudly. Even if I managed to escape, there would be others coming and I wasn’t in any shape to fend them off.

      I tried to speak, but my voice came out in a grunt. I’d been a fool, thinking that I could sneak into Benahg’s garden, weakened as I had recently been. A dangerous gambit, but one driven by the sense of needing to find revenge for what had happened to Talia. Now I would pay for the arrogance of thinking that I could sneak in here and successfully reach him.

      The woman met my eyes. I saw something there like a flickering of recognition, but then it was gone.

      The man pulled his boot back to kick. I rolled to protect myself and felt the crossbow under me. I’d forgotten about it until now. It wasn’t a weapon I usually used, but at this point, I would try anything.

      I gripped the handle and leaned back to aim, still feeling too weak to raise it on my own. My attacker didn’t see it or thought he could get to me before I pulled the trigger. The bolt released with a solid sound and struck him in the stomach.

      He dropped.

      The woman continued to stare at me. I expected her to tend to the man, but she didn’t. I thought she might scream, but she didn’t.

      What had I walked into?

      A disaster. That much was clear. And now I had to find some way to get myself out.

      Noise came from the front of the house. Still, the woman didn’t scream. She stood there, watching me, as if studying me.

      I crawled toward the wall as footsteps raced across the pavers, and I reached the shadows along the back wall of the garden as the two fallen men were found. Voices moved off, but not toward me. Rather, they made their way to the back of the garden.

      My strength was finally starting to return, enough that I could stand. I touched the wall, ready to jump, when I thought better of it.

      With men out of the house and chasing after me, I might not have a better time to reach Natash. Was I strong enough to make an attempt?

      Going back now would be the kind of folly Isander had always warned me against, but if I did nothing, Natash would send attackers again. Maybe even after Talia again. Between Orly and Carth, and what happened to Talia, I needed to have some control. Stopping Natash would be the start of that.

      I flexed my fingers. The feeling had mostly returned. Strength had returned to my legs, maybe enough to run if needed. I pressed my hand against the cool stone wall, knowing better than the thoughts running through my head. I should return to my rooms, recover as much as I could, and then make another attempt at Natash. Now that I knew the surroundings, I’d be better prepared. Then again, so would he.

      With a sigh, I grabbed a pair of darts, checked the knife tucked into my waist, and staggered toward the house.
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      Sounds from the back of the garden told me the search had continued. From what I could tell, no one remained near the house. The sellsword had been left lying where he’d fallen, but the other man had been moved. A trail of blood led toward the house. Somehow, my trail toward the wall had been obscured. I’d have to understand that later.

      I still chewed the narcass as I loped toward the front side of the house. With each bite, I felt a little bit of my strength coming back to me. Maybe by the time that I needed it, I would be back near full strength.

      I rounded the corner and nearly collided with another man gripping a crossbow. I fell to the side and flipped a dart at him. The mistake I’d made earlier had been in my unwillingness to use terad. That was a mistake I didn’t repeat.

      The man fell quickly.

      Moving on, I reached the front door and pushed it open. Candles flickered within, giving light that I didn’t need. I paused, listening as much as looking around. A shadow slipped past the doorway in the distance. Moving as soundlessly as I could, I hurried to the doorframe and stood behind it. When the person on the other side neared, I stepped through.

      Another man, this one with a pointed beard and a thick mustache. His mouth dropped open when he saw me. The dart caught him in the throat before he could speak.

      I dragged him toward the door and continued into the house. Where had they taken the man with the crossbow injury? The trail of blood stopped inside the front hallway. I expected him on this level, but there was no sign of him.

      This floor consisted of eight connected rooms. From what I could tell, each was empty. I made my way quickly through the rooms, searching for Natash, but saw no one. The kitchens were toward the back of the house, and I glanced inside, noting only a plump servant dressed in white. She raised her hands defensively and I shook my head.

      “Where is he?” I hissed.

      “D-don’t kill me!” she said too loudly.

      Damn, but I didn’t want to harm the servant. She’d done nothing to deserve it.

      I reached into my pouch and slipped out a coxberry-tipped dart and flipped it at the woman, catching her in the chest. Her eyes went wide as it sunk into her flesh, blood staining her shirt and spreading out around the dart.

      Steps sounded off boards on an upper level at the same time I heard the voices searching outside making their way back toward the house. I wouldn’t have much more time.

      I scanned the kitchen. I’d rarely been in homes this large, but if it were anything like other manor homes, there should be a servants’ stair near the back. It took a moment to find it, but it was there, against the far wall. A voice shouted toward the front of the house.

      I sprinted up the stairs. They let out into an antechamber of sorts. Plates and towels were stacked on a lacquered table nearest me. A basin of water rested along the wall. Another two servants looked over at me as I emerged. One holding a plate dropped it, and it broke with a loud crash. The other stood stiffly, as if unable to speak.

      I loosed two darts on them, catching them in the chest and arm. Both fell, thudding to the ground.

      Footsteps echoed beneath me.

      I ran to the door and pulled it open.

      Natash stood on the other side. He was tall for someone of Eban and moved lithely, with a clear familiarity for the sword he carried. A dark smile twisted his mouth. “Didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to attempt to attack me here.”

      In answer, I flipped a dart at him. He turned and swatted it with the flat of his sword. It seemed his reputation with the blade was well earned. Moving like that would be difficult, especially in the tight confines of the narrow hall.

      He slashed to keep me back but didn’t attempt to attack. The sounds beneath me told me that he knew he didn’t need to. Whoever else would be coming would reach us soon.

      I sent a pair of darts at him, and he managed to knock them both away. I didn’t have many remaining. I needed to end this quickly, or I would be facing a different challenge. With my back still burning from the knife wound and the residual effect of the Neelish poison, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to survive whatever full contingent of men Natash might throw at me. Even uninjured, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to withstand that sort of attack.

      Natash pointed the sword at me. I ignored it, reaching for my pouch. I counted only four darts remaining. That, and my knife.

      I unsheathed the knife. It sent waves of pain shooting through my back. Natash saw the reaction and smiled.

      “Could it be the famous Galen is injured?” He started at me, pushing me back into the servant room. “I thought sending men after you would draw you out, but I never expected you to come at me here. You know where you are, don’t you?”

      “I know,” I said.

      “Do you really think you can outrun the entire city guard? You might have Orly’s backing, but for how much longer?” He smiled. “He made a mistake sending you. Now the guard will have no choice but to root him out and then… well, then there will be a void in leadership of that part of the city.”

      “Orly didn’t send me.”

      He arched a brow. “No? Then why did you come?”

      “You attacked a friend.”

      “I didn’t attack anyone—”

      I didn’t give him the chance to finish. I jumped at his sword.

      The motion surprised him. I twisted as I jumped, rotating my side and throwing my hand forward. Natash couldn’t react quickly enough. I jammed a dart at him, slipping it into the soft skin of his cheek.

      The dart was coated in srirach. It was a painful way to die, but considering what Natash had done to Talia, I chose pain for him.

      Srirach was not an immediate paralytic, but the pain was so intense that Natash couldn’t do anything. He dropped his sword and I left it lying there as I knelt in front of him.

      “This is for Talia. Now you can’t harm another woman, Natash,” I whispered.

      Footsteps were coming up the stairs behind me. I stood and started away from Natash, not yet certain how I’d escape.

      “I didn’t…” he managed to say as I backed away from him.

      I grabbed the darts I had remaining and started out of the room, leaving Natash dying. At the end of the hall, a face emerged from the top of the stair. I sent one of my few remaining darts. It struck and the person fell, tumbling down the steps. I raced after him and caught up as he crashed into two more men coming up behind him. I flipped the last two darts at them as I jumped over them.

      Another man waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. He had short, dark hair with silver temples and carried a sword longer than Natash’s. His face reminded me of the man from the garden. He stood in such a way that he blocked me from leaving.

      I had no more darts remaining. I should have grabbed the darts out of the men as I’d gone, but I’d been in such a hurry that I didn’t think of it. Now all I had left was the knife. Against a sword, it wouldn’t be enough.

      The man waited for me to make the first move. Whoever he was, he wasn’t afraid of suddenly coming face-to-face with an assassin from Elaeavn. Maybe with my wound, I didn’t look all that imposing. I imagined the blood dripping down my back and staining my cloak, or the unsteady and almost unnatural way that I managed to walk.

      I lunged and pulled back as he swung his sword.

      He moved quickly, but not quickly enough to block the knife I sent whistling through the air toward him. It struck him in his sword arm and he grunted. I expected him to drop the sword, but he simply switched it to his other hand.

      I didn’t wait for him to reset his footing and jumped past him, pushing on the knife impaled in his arm as I ran toward the door.

      The woman I’d seen in the yard stood in the doorway. She watched, making no effort to stop me. As I ran past her, she touched my arm lightly.

      I jerked away and raced to the wall. Pain raced through my back as I pulled myself over the wall, and dropped to the other side. The crowd had thinned somewhat in the time that I’d been inside Natash’s compound. Not completely, but enough that I doubted that many saw me as I landed.

      Making my way into the people along the street, I kept waiting for shouts or some other sound indicating a chase. In my condition, I doubted that I would do well were I chased.

      Surprisingly, nothing came.
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      I sat at the bedside in the Binder’s hospital, the hard stool keeping me awake as I held Talia’s hand. I’d allowed the healer to stitch my back, but nothing more than that. She’d wanted to apply a healing salve, but I’d refused.

      Talia breathed slowly and had more color than the last time I’d seen her. As I considered leaving, she stirred and rolled toward me.

      She barely opened her eyes and a soft smile parted her mouth. “Galen,” she breathed out. “How did you save me?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. My back throbbed where the knife had plunged into it. The healer had grunted when she saw it, a sound I recognized as surprise, regardless of how much she tried to hide it. I wondered how damaged the skin was. It would take a while for me to heal, long enough that I would be out of commission for a while. I wouldn’t be ineffective, only weakened.

      “It matters,” she said. Her hand went to her neck, where the bandages still covered the long laceration. “This… this should have ended me.”

      “I wasn’t going to have you killed because of something I did.”

      She blinked and her eyes became clearer. “You? Oh, Galen, do you really think this was because of you?”

      “Natash had tried to end me already. He knew that I’d been in the Brite Pot, and probably that you’d helped me.”

      Talia rolled onto her back but kept her arm off the side of the cot so that I could hold her hand. Her breathing slowed and for a moment, I thought that she’d gone back to sleep.

      “It wasn’t Natash,” she said softly.

      I leaned forward, but the pain in my back made me pause. “If not him, then who?”

      She started to shake her head, and then winced. “I don’t know. I don’t think it had anything to do with you at all.”

      “Talia, I found the note your woman gave you.” I’d tell her how the evanshaff nearly poisoned me some other time. Right now, she still needed her rest.

      Her eyes opened. “Do you think that’s the only thing I carried?”

      I had. If it had been something more, wouldn’t Carth have said something?

      Probably not, I realized.

      I sat back. Could I still be a piece in whatever game she played with Orly? I thought she wanted to use me to keep him from attacking the women, to keep the Binders safe, but what if there had been something else going on?

      I thought about what the healer had said to me when I’d brought Talia to her, and the way they had guided me to Natash. I tried to remember what Carth had said, but my memories of that were fuzzy. Hadn’t she told me that Natash had been the one to attack Talia?

      There was the woman at Benahg’s house. She had looked at me with something like recognition. And she had allowed me to leave, without raising any sort of alarm.

      Ah, damn.

      “Who is she?” I asked.

      Talia took a deep breath. “I don’t know who you mean, Galen.”

      I let go of Talia’s hand and pushed back on the stool. “The girl at Benahg’s house. Who is she?”

      Talia closed her eyes and let her breathing slow. I sat watching her for a few moments, uncertain whether she would say anything more, uncertain whether there was anything more for her to say.

      I’d been used. Maybe not at first. I didn’t think that Talia’s attack had been intentional—at least I hoped it was not, or I would have a different issue—but following the attack, I’d been used in some way that I still didn’t understand.

      When Talia still didn’t open her eyes, I stood. “Goodbye, Talia,” I said softly.

      I turned and made my way out of the hospital. Part of me hoped that Talia would call after me, say something to stop me, but I knew that she wouldn’t. She was one of Carth’s women, a Binder, and too strong to need me to turn around.

      When I reached the street, I paused and looked around. It was nearly morning and the faint lines of dawn began streaking across the distant horizon, leaving gray mixing with hints of orange from the coming sun. Already, the day was growing warmer. The street was slicked with dew, and the air had a sense of dampness to it that fit my mood.

      I stood across from Carth’s building and waited, making no real effort to hide. From my experience with Carth, hiding would not really make much of a difference anyway. The exertion from the evening, and my injury, left me tired, and I struggled to stay awake as the morning came.

      “You are persistent.”

      Carth stood down the street from me. I wasn’t surprised that she’d managed to come upon me so stealthily. She was skilled in that way, and in others as well.

      “You used me,” I said.

      “Did I?”

      I stepped away from the wall. I had no darts, no knife, nothing to protect myself. Against Carth, it wouldn’t matter anyway. She had handled me easily before.

      “You sent me after Natash.”

      “I didn’t send you to him. That was all your doing.”

      I frowned. I had wanted to reach him, but hadn’t she been the reason that I’d gone? “Who was the girl?”

      Her mouth tightened into a thin smile. “An asset.”

      I grunted, thinking of how I’d seen her curled up with the man in the garden. Then there had been her response after I’d shot him with the crossbow. She’d seemed cold and distant. Not the way a woman fearing for the safety of her man should react. I should have known something was off then.

      “What did she want?” I asked. I’d spent my time waiting for Carth trying to figure out what the girl would have been doing in Benahg’s place. I’d managed to come up with a few reasons, but most were about information. But if it was information that she wanted, Carth wouldn’t have sent me. That meant there was something else she’d been after, maybe some item that she wanted out of Benahg’s home.

      Carth stared at me, her face unreadable.

      “I was a diversion?”

      She sighed out a smile. “Galen of Elaeavn, you have been much more than a diversion.”

      I shook my head. The motion sent pain lancing through my back. Carth’s eyes narrowed as I did. “What did she take?”

      “Nothing that concerns you, Galen.”

      “It concerns me that you used me to do it,” I said. “It concerns me that I nearly died doing it.”

      “You would not have gone otherwise?”

      I might not have. Knowing how well protected that Natash was, I might have left him, waited for another time, knowing that for someone like Natash, there would always be another time. He was too arrogant to remain hidden for long, arrogant enough that he would think that he could simply send two men after me, as if that would be enough to eliminate me as a threat.

      “Who attacked Talia?” I asked softly.

      “Does it matter?” Carth asked. “She lives. Because of you, she lives.”

      “I killed for her, thinking that Natash attacked her. So it matters. Killing always matters,” I said.

      Carth watched me for another moment and then she turned away and disappeared into the building. I didn’t have the energy to chase her.
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      Orly sat in a secluded booth at the tavern, tossing dice with a rhythmic sort of motion. I found it surprising that he would play a game like dice, a game of chance rather than one of skill. He barely glanced up when I approached, and sent the dice in his cup skittering across the table. Two ones landed face up and he smiled, finally turning his attention to me.

      “You’ve been busy,” he said.

      I held a dart in my hand. It was different than my usual darts, one from a stack of nearly one hundred I’d discovered when I returned to the place I used as my home. Sitting next to the darts had been a dozen vials that had taken me most of a day to sort out their contents. Sorting through unknowns like that could be dangerous, but I had experience with such things and needed the time anyway to rest and clear my head.

      It hadn’t surprised me to find the darts, or the poisons. Carth had rewarded me before, and I suspect that if she uses me again, she’ll find another way to reward me. This time, I felt less comfortable with being used. The problem was, I wasn’t sure that those in the position to use me were finished.

      I nodded to the man sitting across from Orly and waited. Orly smiled and motioned for him to stand. He was the sellsword who had been with Orly the last time I saw him, and he watched me with a curious expression as I took his place in the booth.

      The sellsword stepped away from the table but remained close by. I suspected there were others in the tavern watching over Orly as well. I might get my shot in, but there was no way I would survive. It was the kind of standoff that Orly preferred. He didn’t know that I felt the same way. Besides, Orly still had his uses.

      “Tell me,” I began, “what you know of Natash.”

      Orly waved his hand dismissively and scooped the dice back into the cup. “Natash was connected and skilled with the sword, but that was about it.”

      “So you know?” I asked.

      He met my eyes without blinking. Few in Eban did. “Do I know that you killed him? What kind of question is that?”

      “Who was Benahg to him?”

      I figured that was the connection I missed. Why would Benahg help Natash? There had to be some reason that I hadn’t learned, but then trapped between both Orly and Carth, I wasn’t sure that I would be allowed to learn. They both had agendas, and I wasn’t certain that I had learned even the smallest fragment of what they intended.

      “A cousin. Helpful to have such connections, especially when you run a crew like Natash did.”

      “He didn’t do work for you?”

      Orly shrugged. “From time to time. He thought he could take over more of the city. It might be good that you showed him that wasn’t going to happen.”

      I gripped the dart and set it on the table. The sellsword watched the dart but didn’t move. Neelish sellswords were quick, maybe even quick enough to stop the dart were I to try and throw it at Orly, but could he stop the other one in my hand, or the two I’d placed in my boots?

      “Did you set him against me?” I asked.

      Orly leaned forward. His breath smelled of mint and something else that I couldn’t quite place. There was a hint of a floral scent to it, but none of the bitterness that I smelled with men who preferred tobanash. “I think you managed that quite on your own, Galen.”

      I took a deep breath. Orly couldn’t have known how I’d met Natash on the street. That had been random, a chance encounter when I’d grabbed one of Carth’s women to find answers from her. Natash might have been following Orly’s instructions, assaulting women on his behalf to draw Carth out of hiding, but Orly wouldn’t have known how I’d taken out two of Natash’s men that night, could he?

      The amused expression on his face told me that he could.

      “You wanted Natash gone,” I said.

      Orly’s face remained unreadable and reminded me of the way that Carth had stared at me.

      Could I have served both of them? Had Orly used me to get to Natash, and Carth helped me to retrieve whatever the Binders had wanted from Benahg’s home? Between the two of them, they could feign ignorance and cast the blame onto me.

      Somehow, I’d been used even more than ever.

      “What happens when Benahg sends the guard searching for me?”

      “Why would he do that?” Orly asked. He leaned back and shook the cup of dice nonchalantly.

      “I invaded his house. I attacked a man inside his home.” I didn’t admit to the one outside the home, or the silver-haired man I’d been forced to hit with my knife before I left. Orly didn’t need to know everything that had happened.

      “Hmm,” Orly said, then smiled. “I don’t think Benahg will trouble you.”

      “He already has set the guard watching the streets for me. Now that I’ve attacked, I’m sure he’ll send even more.”

      After what I’d done, I considered the possibility that I’d need to leave Eban. There was a part of me that even thought it might be for the best. I had grown complacent here, but had also forged connections when I should not, connections that made me willing to take on risks that Isander would have frowned upon.

      “After the mess at his home, and a known criminal housed there, Benahg no longer directs the city guard. You have nothing to fear.”

      This time, I smiled. “I don’t fear the city guard, but they make it difficult for me to work.”

      “Then since Benahg is dead, you should be able to work unencumbered.” He tossed the dice across the table. Two ones landed face up. “As I said, you have nothing to fear.”

      I stared at the dice, for a moment unable to think of anything to say. “With Benahg gone, who will replace him?” I asked.

      Orly scooped the dice back into his cup and shook them again. As they spilled out onto the tabletop, I didn’t know whether to be impressed or frightened that a pair of ones came up again. Maybe it wasn’t a game of chance for him at all.

      “I’ll let you know when I have another job for you,” Orly said. “Goodbye for now.”

      I started to say that I wouldn’t take another job from him, or that he knew how I would be choosy about the jobs I did take, but realized that it didn’t matter. With Orly, it might never matter. He managed to get me to take the jobs, regardless of whether I intended to. Now that Carth did much the same, I was stuck between the two of them, truly the game piece that she’d told me I was.

      The only question I had remaining was whether it was a game of dice or one of Tsatsun.

      As I made my way out of the tavern, I heard Orly rolling the dice again and then tossing them across the table. I resisted the urge to glance back, afraid of what I might see.

      Somehow, I’d have to pull myself out of the game. Only… I didn’t know how.
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      It was a night for killing. In my line of work, many nights were like that, more than I wanted. But I was an assassin, and in a place like Eban, that meant I was busy.

      Tonight, I didn’t come on a job. Tonight was for me.

      I crouched on the rooftop, staring down at the massive estate filling nearly the entire block and rolling a pair of darts in my fingers. The last time I’d been to Benahg’s estate, I’d nearly died. That wouldn’t happen this time, but then this time, I came only for information.

      Men patrolled along the fence outside the estate, though they made an effort to look as if they didn’t. Most were casually dressed and walked the street as if they simply strolled along it rather than stalking. The short sword one wore gave him away, as did the bulk indicating a hidden crossbow on another.

      Whoever now controlled the estate did not want a repeat of the last time.

      There would be others watching, but I didn’t see them. That surprised me.

      I shifted in place, sliding my feet carefully along the rooftop, until I was at the edge. Unlike in other places within the city, I couldn’t jump from this roof to the next. They were spaced far enough apart here to give each estate enough room for greenery and a garden.

      That was why I had come tonight.

      Carth thought to use me. Orly thought to use me. I was getting tired of it.

      Worse than that was the fact that Talia had lied to me. I hated how much that bothered me, but I couldn’t let her know that. It wouldn’t change anything if I did.

      Talia and I were friends. Even before I knew of her role in the Binders, that was all that we could be. Now that I understood some part of how she served Carth, I knew with certainty that we couldn’t be anything else.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t find out why she had sacrificed our friendship.

      The patrols were spaced as far apart as they would get. I jumped from the roof and landed in the small alley between buildings. Somewhere distant, a cat meowed. In my homeland, a single cat meant bad luck, but then I’d never been one to believe in such superstition. It was probably the reason I had such terrible luck.

      Darting across the street, I checked my pouch, making certain I could reach inside quickly if needed. The supplies were from Carth, ironic given that I might need to use them to find out why she used me.

      Vines grew along the side of the stacked stone wall and I lumbered toward it, trying not to appear like I ran so that I drew attention to myself, but not wanting to linger. At the wall, I grabbed at the vines and flipped myself over.

      Once inside, I paused, crouched against the rock. If anyone had seen me, the next few moments would reveal their presence. I didn’t hear the sound of anyone running and nothing moved. For now, I had escaped notice.

      The garden hadn’t changed since the last time I was here, but what had changed was the urgency which drove me. It had been personal the last time and although this time was personal this time, too, there was a different reason for it. That changed things.

      I drifted into the shadows of the garden, pulling my dark cloak around me. My Sight allowed me to see the darkest of shadows, and I used that to help me find the best way to move unnoticed. Manicured hedges rose on either side of the path, and I squeezed through an opening between them. Better to move within the garden itself than along the path. Besides, this time I had no interest or need to enter the house.

      This was to be scouting only.

      Unfortunately, scouting missions often didn’t work out as I hoped. This was no different.

      The other side of the hedge was a wide, open grassy space. A young man sat bent over a bowl, a streamer of smoke rising from it. He looked up, alarmed, and his bowl clattered to the ground.

      Damn. One of the security, or was this family? Hell, I still didn’t even know who controlled the estate. I assumed it was Benahg’s son, but that didn’t mean I was right.

      It didn’t matter. I had to reach the man before he made any noise.

      I flicked the dart in my left hand at him. Tipped in coxberry, it would drop him, but not kill. Killing was often necessary—and the job—but I wouldn’t do it if it were not. That was the reason I went stretches without getting hired. It was also the reason I sometimes forced myself into jobs where I hadn’t been hired.

      The man started to fall by the time I reached him. I caught him and lowered him to the ground. The grass smoldered where his bowl had fallen, and I stamped it out. No use lighting the estate on fire.

      I searched the man and found a single knife but nothing else. Pocketing the knife, I dragged the man toward the hedges and pulled the dart out of his arm. Darts could be reused; even after what Carth had given me, I didn’t have so many that I could afford to waste them. More than I usually had, and well made at that, but a time would come when that supply dwindled.

      With only a knife on him, that meant he wasn’t one of the guards. Family, then.

      A soft gasp came from behind me.

      I rolled, coming to my feet with a dart in hand and ready to throw, but hesitated.

      The reason I had come here stood across the small green watching me. Her eyes widened in recognition and then flicked down to the man. She reached for the pockets of her dress but I shook my head and motioned her to the middle of the small clearing.

      She started to open her mouth, but I raised a finger to my lips.

      If the woman was here, then others would have come with her.

      I pointed to the ground and mouthed the word, “Stay.”

      Slipping between the hedges, I noticed two men waiting. With two coxberry darts, I left them unmoving. Then I returned to the girl.

      It didn’t matter if anyone discovered I’d returned. She was the reason I had, and I did not intend to return a third time.

      She stood with her hands clasped in front of her and fixed me with a serene expression. She stood in front of a known assassin, one who had taken down three men with darts, and she remained unflinching. It was a testament to the type of women Carth used and gave me a renewed appreciation for her.

      “You should not have come,” she said.

      I kept her at the edge of my Sight as I made a sweep around the grounds. I had only seen two other men, but that didn’t mean they were the only two out there. There might be others, and I wouldn’t be surprised again.

      “Probably not,” I agreed.

      “She did not send you this time.”

      I shook my head. “Did she send me the last time?”

      The woman shrugged, a slight movement of her shoulders. “You came, didn’t you?”

      “I came,” I agreed. “Why did she send me?”

      “If you don’t know, then it is not my place to tell you.”

      “That’s not the answer I need,” I said, taking a step toward her.

      A knife appeared faster than I would have thought possible. She held it out, her hand steady.

      I backed up and raised my hands.

      “That’s all the answer you will get.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked. I nudged the fallen man with my boot. “Is it him?”

      She fixed me with an unblinking stare.

      “Who is he?” I studied the man’s face and didn’t recognize him. “I’ll find out even if you don’t tell me.”

      “Are you so confident of your skill?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you don’t need me to tell you.”

      I tipped my head and pulled a terad-tipped dart from my pouch. “And if you work with her, you don’t need him alive.”

      I made as if to flick it and she put herself in front of me.

      “Don’t,” she said, pushing the knife toward me.

      The corners of her eyes twitched and the pulse in her neck bounded a little more forcefully than I would have expected.

      I lowered the dart and shook my head. “Does Carth know?” I asked.

      “Does she know what?”

      I motioned toward the fallen man and she slipped to the side, making a point of keeping her body in between me and the man. If I really wanted to harm him, she was making it clear that I would have to go through her. “That you care for him.”

      “I don’t—” she started.

      I dropped and started to flip a dart toward him and she threw herself in front of me completely. The knife dropped to the ground and her hands extended over her head, pleading with me now. The confidence was gone, though I didn’t doubt it would return.

      For a moment, I wondered if she played me.

      Knowing what I did of Carth and the way she used her women, I wouldn’t be surprised. She would place a woman here and use her to extort… what? Information? Or was this woman here for a different purpose? Was there something else that she was meant to steal? Regardless, it wouldn’t surprise me for Carth to have someone here so skilled at deception that she could convince another that she cared—truly cared.

      But there were certain signs that would be much harder to fake. The way her eyes occasionally flicked to the man, as if reassuring herself that he still breathed. Or the way that she kept her foot in contact with him. Even the rapid tapping of her pulse in her neck, though that could be as much about me as it was about any feelings she had.

      Given the games I played, and the games that were played with me, I gambled. I thought the odds were in my favor this time.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      The woman shook her head. “Do what you must with me, but please,” she said, that word whispered, as if difficult to say, “leave him out of this.”

      “Who is he to you?”

      I wanted to know, mostly because I doubted that Carth knew, but partly because I was curious. After what I’d been through, and how much I’d nearly lost, it would do me well to know that some good came from what happened here.

      “An assignment,” she whispered. “At first.”

      “Now?”

      She pulled her hands back, blinking as if realizing what she did, and leaned down to retrieve her knife. She slipped it back into a hidden pocket, again moving faster than I would have expected. If all of Carth’s women were like this, they were more dangerous than I had experienced.

      Was Talia?

      That still troubled me. She was my friend—or had been, before she nearly died, killed for… something. Either for Carth or because of me, though neither Talia nor Carth blamed me for what happened. Talia had always been my friend. The confident owner of the Brite Pot, a tavern and inn where I could drink safely. Now that was gone.

      Talia was gone.

      “I don’t know,” the woman whispered.

      I made a show of putting the darts back into my pouch. “Tell me the assignment.”

      “Carth will—”

      “She will know what he is to you if you don’t tell me,” I said.

      The woman glanced down at the man, her face twisting through a series of emotions, the most she’d shown since I had appeared, and then she looked back over at me. “I was to retrieve a ledger from Benahg’s home.”

      “What was in the ledger?”

      “I didn’t see the contents,” she said. “When you were here, it meant my responsibility was over. You… you were a distraction so I could get the ledger out.” She looked over at the man and sighed. “You will tell Carth now?”

      “Tell her what? That you fell for your assignment?” I asked. “You wouldn’t be the first. But no. I won’t tell Carth now.”

      Besides, I needed to know what sort of ledger Ben would have kept that Carth would have found important enough to place her woman here, but I couldn’t come up with anything. But for me to get out from under the thumb of Orly and Carth, I had to learn what they knew. And this woman either didn’t know anything or chose not to share. Either way, I wouldn’t push her any more than I had.

      Watching how she knelt next to the fallen man, I wondered if it mattered.
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      When I reached the part of Eban more familiar to me, I began to slow. It wasn’t very late, and the streets were surprisingly full of people. Surprising until I remembered that we neared the Eban Landing Festival. I’d lived outside of Elaeavn for many years and I still hadn’t become accustomed to all the festivals and celebrations that places outside my homeland enjoyed. Some, like Harvestfest or Summer’s Night, were sensible. Others, like the Landing Festival, one that I still hadn’t managed to get a reasonable explanation for, made less sense.

      Because of the festival, the streets were busy, and most of the people were intoxicated. Music came from the open doors of taverns, and shouts and song filled the night. A woman who reminded me of Carth appeared in the distance, and I trailed after her. Doubtful that it was her, but I let myself wander and follow.

      My other years in Eban at Landing Festival, I’d had jobs. With such noise and chaos, someone like myself could use the distractions and easily slip in and complete the assassinations I needed. Since working with Orly—and now Carth—my external jobs had declined.

      Not that I minded, not much at least. Mostly, I took the jobs for the coin, but Carth had seen to it that I didn’t need the money as I once had. And my supplies were well stocked, unlike other times when I was without work.

      It left me in an uncomfortable place.

      Attempting to find why Carth had used me to reach Benahg had yielded nothing other than the fact that her woman was more deeply buried than I suspected Carth knew. The information might be valuable, but I couldn’t think of any way that I would use it without putting the woman in danger, something I had no interest in doing. She’d done nothing to me, only used the distraction that I’d provided to get the ledger out of the compound.

      And if I were honest, I couldn’t deny that what Carth did had a certain value, especially if she opposed men like Orly, even if others were hurt in the process. How could I judge that when I had been the reason that so many had been hurt before?

      No, my frustration stemmed from my inability to find anything useful.

      I hesitated on a street corner, not surprised to note the Brite Pot in the distance.

      How had I ended up coming this way?

      I had followed a woman who resembled Carth, but she wouldn’t have been out in the city, and certainly not on a night like tonight. I had been foolish and careless. After what happened, I needed to be more careful, especially in this part of the city. I’d been attacked, and Talia had nearly died, here before. These were places that the city guard didn’t patrol, places that the thief-masters controlled, where the occasional death—especially of one from Elaeavn—went unnoticed—or at least, not minded.

      Maybe something else had drawn me here. Once, I would have claimed it was the sense of friendship, and maybe if I were completely honest with myself, the distant hope of something more. Now that was gone, extinguished by the reality of life within Eban.

      As I turned, deciding to make my way to the river and take another chance to watch Carth’s ship before she left the city altogether, a familiar voice caught my attention.

      Without meaning to, I made my way down the street.

      There was agitation mixed into a woman’s voice as she argued with someone. I reached into my pouch, palming a few of the sleek darts that Carth had provided. Most were tipped with coxberry, the sedative enough to buy me time, but a few were terad tipped, the toxin quickly deadly.

      Down an alley, I saw Talia.

      And nearly dropped my darts.

      I’d never seen Talia like this before. A beautiful woman, with dark hair and dark skin she kept covered more than most in Eban, she moved in a deadly dance, knives flashing as she fought off five men surrounding her. With odds like that, I would never have given Talia much of a chance, especially after the way her throat had been split the last time I’d seen her, but she kept them at arm’s length.

      Had Talia gotten caught up in the remnants of Orly’s attempt to draw Carth out? That fool plan had involved a bounty on prostitutes, knowing how Carth and her Binders were organized, and too many innocent women had been hurt by it.

      The attackers weren’t accustomed to working together, and none had anything more than a sword, but even that inexperience wouldn’t matter with their numbers. Nothing I’d seen told me that they were pressing too hard, content to keep her bottled up, almost as if waiting…

      Damn.

      Talia might be in more trouble than I realized.

      Even after she had used me, or at least, allowed me to be used, I didn’t want anything to happen to her. She was—or had been—a friend. The Great Watcher knows I have few enough of them to let something as foolish as getting used get in the way.

      Stepping to the side of the alley, I flipped two coxberry-tipped darts at the nearest men. They stumbled back a step and fell before the others knew the situation had changed. Two more darts sailed on either side of Talia, hitting the two men there. They fell.

      That left one man.

      Talia glanced at me and her eyes narrowed. I couldn’t tell if she was thankful to see me or annoyed.

      She darted toward the man and knocked his knife out of his hand before he even realized what she had done. Then she slipped forward, the tip of her knife pointing underneath his chin. His eyes went wide but he had the sense not to move.

      “Who were you waiting for?” she whispered.

      I backed toward Talia, keeping an eye on the mouth of the alley, not wanting to end up with a sword in my back. Other than the festival revelry, I heard nothing on the street.

      But I knew that wasn’t the only way people moved in the city. At least, it wasn’t the only way that I moved, and I knew I wasn’t alone in using the rooftops.

      Looking up, I noted a dull reflection off a barbed crossbow bolt above me.

      Damn.

      I flicked the dart I had in hand without checking to see which one. It hit the only visible part of the person on the rooftop that I could see: the hand. A soft grunt told me the dart hit its target.

      “We need to move,” I told Talia.

      She pushed her knife into the man’s throat, drawing a bead of blood. “Who is it?” she demanded.

      The man shook his head. “Just hired to hold you here, nothing more—”

      She jabbed the knife into his throat, and blood spilled over her hand.

      I heard the sound of a crossbow firing before I saw the bolt come streaking toward her.

      There were times my Sight failed me. This was not one.

      To my eyes, the bolt moved clearly. Not slowly, at least, that’s not how it seemed to me, but I could track the movement and knew with certainty that it would hit Talia in the head.

      I flipped a knife toward the bolt, hoping my aim was true. I didn’t practice with knives the same way I did with darts, but the technique was similar. The ability to hit whatever I intended with darts wasn’t something I had been born into, not like my Sight, but forced practice had honed that skill until it was second nature.

      Talia jerked as the knife came toward her, and dropped at the same time. That had been the risk. Had she moved too far to the right, I would hit her with the knife. But she was incredibly skilled, and the knife whistled past her, colliding with the bolt before it could hit.

      I searched for the archer but saw no sign of him. His angle would be much better than mine, and I didn’t like my chances exposed on the ground like we were.

      “Can you climb?” I asked her.

      Her quick frown told me how foolish that question was to even ask.

      With a leap, I reached the overhang of the roof. I was born of Elaeavn, gifted with Sight, but like all my people, I had enhanced speed and strength. When I reached the lip of the roof, I flipped up and onto it, pulling myself up and rolling.

      I’d expected the rough slate to tear at my cloak and slow me. I hadn’t expected the seven men attacking me as soon as I reached the roof.

      Two darts went flying, hitting their targets.

      I rolled, keeping my head down, and barreled into one of the men, knocking him from the roof. He screamed.

      A sword whistled toward me and I kicked, catching the flat of the blade with my boot and sending the man spinning. With another dart, I caught the man, and he fell.

      That left three remaining.

      As I rolled to a stop, I saw that two of the men had crossbows aimed at me. The third had a short sword.

      And all I had were my darts.

      I might be fast, but would I be fast enough to catch the two men with crossbows while stopping the man with the sword at the same time?

      I didn’t think I could.

      The man with the sword—the leader, I realized—nodded. The ends of the crossbows came up slightly, enough indicate that they would fire. I had two darts in one hand and none in the other.

      With a quick flick, I sent the darts in my palm at the men. Had I more time, I would have been able to position the darts in a way that would have caught both of them. As it was, only one struck its target. The other sailed wide, but close enough that its intended target ducked, pulling his aim as he did. The bolt flew wide.

      The man with the sword advanced on me, and I managed to reach my knees as the sword swung at my head. I didn’t even have a chance to raise my hands.

      In that moment, I knew that I would die.

      Talia appeared, flying across the rooftops as if born to them, her knives crossed and catching the sword between them. She pressed upward, parrying the sword away, and kicked the man in the stomach.

      I leaned to the side and sent my last dart at the man with the crossbow. He dropped and rolled from the roof, landing on the ground below with a thud.

      Then I lay there, breathing heavily. Twelve men. Not that I hadn’t faced that many before, but usually I had preparations in place to even the odds. Had Talia not been here to help, I wouldn’t have survived.

      Then again, had Talia not been here, I wouldn’t have been in this situation.

      At least this time, the mess was not of my making.

      I made it to my knees in time to see Talia casually slipping her knives away after wiping them clean on one of the dead men’s shirt. She glanced over at me, her face unreadable, but the way her eyes went distant and her brow furrowed told me that she wasn’t sure how to respond.

      That, at least, made me feel better than anything else. She had seemed far too willing to abandon the friendship I thought we both valued. And maybe she hadn’t been quite as willing as I had thought.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “That’s all you have for me?” I asked.

      She stood and surveyed the rooftops, squinting as she did. I doubted that she had my Sight, but she had been trained by Carth, and I knew that Carth had other abilities, different than those of my people. She had a way of moving silently and had managed to surprise even me. And she was as strong and quick as me. How much of those abilities did Talia share?

      I would never have questioned that before, would never have thought that my friend Talia could be anything more than she let on, but then I’d learned what role she played with Carth, even as I still didn’t know the full extent of what Carth did in Eban.

      “That’s all I can have,” she said softly.

      I sighed, shaking my head at Talia. “That’s not good enough.”

      “Now you say that?” she asked. “After all the time I tried…”

      “You never tried,” I said. “Only implied.”

      She smiled and turned toward me. Moonlight reflected off exposed skin of her low-cut dress, drawing my eye. “And they are different?”

      “What is this about?” I asked her.

      “I would say you’re flirting with me,” she started, “but that’s not the Galen I know.”

      “Talia…”

      “I don’t know,” she said. The troubled way she did told me that she wasn’t sure what this was about, and that bothered her. In the line of work she was in, it should bother her.

      “Come on, then,” I said, reaching for her hand. “We should get you back to…”

      “The Brite Pot.” She took my hand. I hadn’t been sure that she would.

      “Then let’s get you back.” She had questions, and so did I. Maybe we could find the answers together.
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      The Brite Pot was much like most other taverns in this part of Eban, if a little cleaner. That was Talia’s influence, I was certain. On nights like tonight, festival nights when most of the city came out, the Brite Pot was even busier than usual.

      One of the serving girls noticed us entering and cleared a table in a corner. Doing so required her to move a group of men sitting at the table, but she managed that with a smile and a playful bat at wandering hands. She caught Talia’s eyes and nodded.

      The table gave us the opportunity to look out over the entirety of the tavern without anyone on either side. We only had to worry about the nearest table, and they were boisterous, loud, and clearly drunk. They wouldn’t notice anything happening around them.

      As we took our seats, the girl brought us each a mug of ale and then left.

      “They’re all well trained,” I noted.

      Talia smiled and touched the scarf around her neck. “We all are.”

      The scarf covered the long scar from the night she’d nearly died in the street. Had it not been for the blood I’d given her, she would have died, but I hadn’t been willing to lose my friend then. Or now, it seemed. With everything that had happened between us, the fact that Talia had allowed her mistress to use me, I still hadn’t hesitated to help her when it came down to it.

      And I would do it again if needed. For Talia, I would do anything, it seemed.

      I would have to think about what that meant another time.

      The twinkle in Talia’s eyes told me that she already had made up her mind what it meant. She reached across the table and touched my hand, more familiar with me than we’d ever allowed ourselves to be.

      “You only notice that now?”

      “You know that’s not what I—”

      She patted my hands and pulled hers back. “I know.”

      “Was this about Carth?” I asked.

      She tipped back her ale and took a long drink. Then she sighed, setting it back on the table. “These days, isn’t it always about Carth?”

      “I don’t remember the same intensity before,” I said. Sending twelve for Talia seemed excessive, but then, I hadn’t really seen what she was fully capable of doing yet. For all I knew, a dozen might be underestimating her. With Carth, I had the feeling that a dozen men wouldn’t be enough to capture her…

      “You were to meet with her, weren’t you?” I asked.

      Her jaw clenched slightly, telling me that I had been right.

      “Someone found out,” I noted.

      “It seems that way.”

      “Maybe they’re tired of Carth using them.”

      “Do you really think you’ve been used?” Talia asked. She took another drink, her eyes darting around the tavern.

      I shifted in my seat. Something bothered her, but she didn’t say what it was. More than the attack when she was supposed to meet Carth.

      As I slid around the seat, I realized that there were two fewer women than when we first came in. Both servers, and both no longer in the main hall. They could be in the kitchen, but on a busy night like this, I doubted that would be the case.

      A clatter came from the kitchen.

      Talia started to stand, and this time I placed my hand on her arm. She looked over at me, heat in her eyes, and I shook my head. “Let me check.”

      “This isn’t your fight, Galen,” she said.

      “No? I think you brought me in when you used me.”

      “I didn’t use you.”

      “You only let Carth do that,” I said.

      Talia nodded to the lute player near the hearth. He began dancing through the tavern, as if she had signaled him to move. Maybe she had. I didn’t think a lute player would be much good if there was something else going on.

      “We’ll check together,” Talia said.

      I nodded in a tight smile.

      We both got up, and I made my way to the kitchen. In all the time that I’d been coming to the Brite Pot, I’d never been into the kitchens. That just wasn’t something that you did when you came to taverns, especially in this part of Eban and with a woman like Talia running the place. I could imagine that had I tried, she would have found some way to guide me away, steering me so that I didn’t even know that I was rerouted.

      Now she followed me.

      My pouch had another ten darts, but none were tipped in toxin, so they were about as good to me as if I were to throw the hard rolls Talia served. The five knives strapped around my waist would be a bit more useful, but then, I didn’t like the idea of wasting them. Darts were easier to replace than knives, especially given the quality of steel I liked in my blades.

      The inside of the kitchen was much like I imagined. Heat blasted me as soon as I opened the door, and with it came a mixture of smells, both savory and sweet. A massive stove lined one wall. Pots boiled noisily on top of it. A row of barrels behind the door smelled of the ale Talia served.

      There was no one here.

      “Where are your cooks?” I asked.

      Talia shook her head. “Only one working tonight.” She shrugged. “It’s Landing Festival. No one is here for the food, Galen.” Her knives appeared in her hands again and she stalked forward carefully, moving with a deadly sort of grace.

      Talia always moved in a way that I would categorize as seductive, swaying as she walked. It was much the way most of the women in the Brite Pot did, drawing attention to their bodies, when their hands and minds were really to be feared. It was how they managed to be so successful, and how they managed to keep the Binders secret for as long as they had.

      I stepped forward, around the barrels, and found a woman with a knife in her chest. I recognized her as Isabelle, one of the cooks who had always been friendly with me. Not in the overly friendly way that many of Talia’s woman had, but the kind of friendly that told me she had a kind heart.

      Talia reached for the knife, but I caught her hand. “Careful. Might be poisoned.”

      I checked the Isabelle’s pulse and found it thready. With the placement of the knife, there wasn’t much that could be done for her, but I would try.

      “See if there’s anyone else in here,” I said.

      I peeled back Isabelle’s bodice, exposing her large breasts. The knife penetrated the side of her chest, and I wrapped my hand in the remnants of her bodice as I pulled it out, shoving my thumb into the wound. Blood pulsed under my thumb.

      How close had the knife been to her heart?

      Close enough that she bled as she did, but not so close that she was already dead. Pressure and the right type of paste could seal the wound. Had we been in my home—or the healer I had once trained with—I would have everything that I needed. But this was a kitchen. What could I find here that could be used?

      Maybe nothing.

      Talia reappeared. “There’s no one else.”

      “The others?” I frowned, staring at the dying woman.

      “In the tavern. They’re fine.”

      They were for now, but there had been a reason for this attack. We only had to come up with the reason why.

      “I need…” I started, thinking of what might work. “Telis leaves, camogine, and…” I couldn’t think of anything else. I could use the coxberry paste I had. “A bowl,” I said.

      Talia touched my shoulder. “Galen—”

      “No. I have to try,” I said.

      “Galen,” she said again.

      I shook my head. “You need to hurry or we’ll lose her.”

      “It’s too late, Galen.”

      I realized that she was right. Blood had spurted around my thumb, staining the remains of the bodice and pooling on the floor around Isabelle. The pressure beneath my thumb had eased, and the pulsing within her chest stopped as well.

      With a frustrated sigh, I ran my hand over her eyes, closing them.

      “Why would she have been attacked?” I asked. “Why in the kitchen?”

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know—”

      She cut off and threw one of her knives over my shoulder.

      A man tumbled down a hidden stair, landing on the floor near my feet.

      I grabbed the knife out of his chest and dropped low, scanning the area around us. No one else moved.

      “Who’s upstairs?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing more than the usual.”

      I grunted. “The usual. I’m guessing there’s something more than the usual upstairs.”

      I took the stairs two at a time and reached the top landing. I’d never stayed in the inn attached to the Brite Pot before, never having the need, but knew that Talia kept the rooms clean and well aired. It was better for repeat business, I suspected.

      The hall was empty.

      But shadows shifted at the end of the hall, moving through a trail of light that made it under the bottom of a door. I ran down the hall and reached the door. Pausing with my hand on the handle, I looked back to see Talia next to me, two knives in hand. She’d grabbed another from somewhere, or possibly even kept them on her.

      “Did you rent to anyone here?” I asked.

      “These are short-term rentals only,” she said. “Longer term is the next floor.”

      I snorted. Short term. That mean they were for the prostitutes. Secrets would come from here; that was how the Binders managed to gather as much information as they did.

      Listening a moment, I kicked the door open.

      After finding Talia attacked, and then Isabelle, I feared finding another woman. There were people I knew here, not necessarily friends, but women I didn’t want to see hurt.

      There was nothing but an empty room, a cool breeze fluttering through the open window.

      I scrambled to the window and saw boots flying across the rooftops

      “Stay here,” I suggested.

      Talia grabbed at my sleeve. “Don’t, Galen. If they were willing to attack me and come through my tavern, you know what they’re capable of doing.”

      “That’s my concern,” I said, grabbing the edge of the window frame and shooting myself out the window. “I don’t know what they’re capable of.”

      And, considering how Carth had used me, and how Orly had used me, it was time for me to understand what else might be out there.

      I chased the figure across the rooftops.

      They ran quickly and disappeared over the slope of a distant building. Whoever I followed either knew the city well or didn’t care and ran as if they did.

      As I ran, jumping from building to building, I prepared more darts. When I’d first begun learning to use darts in this profession, back when learning from Isander, one of the tests he’d asked of me was a demonstration of my ability to reload darts while moving. At the time, I thought him cruel to require it, but then there were many ways that Isander was cruel. He had forced me to practice over and over, repeating the process until I no longer needed to pay much attention as I worked.

      By the time I reached the roofline where I’d last seen the man, I had another dozen darts ready.

      I palmed half of them, able to do so with the darts that Carth had given me.

      My darts were small and made of a milled wood, usually oak to take advantage of the weight and the balance that provided for the needle on the end. I had learned to make darts as part of my training and usually used modified reeds for the tips, filing the ends to a sharp point.

      What Carth provided when she restocked my supplies had been a lighter wood, but no less balanced. The darts were exquisite, but required a different touch to throw. I’d spent the last week practicing with them, throwing them thousands of times until I felt comfortable with the different weight and could predictably toss them.

      Surprisingly, they flew farther than my usual darts. Some of that was the weight, but some, I wondered, was the shape of the dart. They had stiff fletching at the end, different than what I used. If I could find her supplier, I might simply try to buy more of these.

      As I crossed, I saw a distant figure as nothing more than a shadow. I wasn’t accustomed to moving slower than others, especially across the rooftops. Since coming to Eban, I considered this my domain.

      The person dropped to the ground.

      I ran forward. If I missed them now, they would disappear down the street and could reach anywhere in the city, especially given the festival. They would disappear into the crowd.

      And, I realized, they probably already had.

      When I reached the roof where they’d disappeared, I looked down. Dozens of people were in the street, all dressed in their festival clothing. In my dark cloak and pants, I would stand out rather than fading into the shadows as I preferred.

      I’d lost them.
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      Before returning to the Brite Pot, I stopped at the spot of the street side attack on Talia. These attacks were connected, but how? The one along the street had been designed to draw her away, and the men surrounding her hadn’t attempted to kill her, not until I showed up and started taking them down. Had they wanted to capture her?

      Then what about the attack in the Brite Pot? Why kill one of her women?

      None of it made any sense.

      The alley where I’d found Talia was empty. It had only been an hour since we were here, but already it had been cleaned of any sign that the attack had taken place. Not only were the bodies gone, but even the blood appeared faded, covered by dirt.

      Someone had been through here and intentionally scrubbed the evidence.

      We should have taken time to search the bodies, but now it was too late.

      I was accustomed to attackers after me, but this time they had not been. They had been after Talia, as had whoever had been in the tavern.

      I took to the rooftop again, making my way above the street, struggling to make sense of the connections. Eban could be a violent city—that was the reason I had so much success here—but what I’d seen lately exceeded even the norm.

      All of it started after Carth had come to the city.

      I crouched, staring down at the street, considering what I knew. Orly wanted access to the Binders, the network of spies Carth had throughout Eban, and claimed her nothing more than a slaver when he sent me after her. Women had been injured in the city, dozens of them, and I had assumed that to be Orly’s work to draw Carth out. What if that assumption was wrong?

      Both attempted to play me, to use me against the other. Carth positioned me in such a way that women wouldn’t be harmed, thinking that Orly feared me. Orly used me to remove Natash, as well as whatever connection he had to the city guard. The result was that he had gained even more power without having to do anything.

      And Talia had nearly died.

      I hadn’t learned why she had been attacked, only that she said it had nothing to do with Natash. As much as I wanted to trust her, I wasn’t sure that I could. I also knew I couldn’t sit by if Talia were in danger, like she had been tonight.

      That was tied to the rest of it, but how?

      Could the ledger from Benahg’s compound have anything to do with it? That was the reason Carth had used me. Possibly it was unrelated, but after everything else, I didn’t know.

      Chances were good that Talia wouldn’t tell me anything. She had loyalty to Carth, and I respected that. But I needed answers, and I needed to understand what I might be missing. There were ways I could discover what I didn’t know, but only one that had a real chance for answers.

      As I made my way above the rooftops, it didn’t surprise me to learn that I was followed.

      The only other person I’d found as comfortable as me along the slate roofs of Eban was Carth. She moved with an unnatural grace, and I suspected that I had yet to see the full extent of her skills. When I realized that I was followed, I found a flat section of roof and waited.

      It didn’t take long for her to appear. She made a point of making some noise as she approached. When Carth chose, she could move in absolute silence. That she made any noise was meant as a warning to me, her way of giving notice.

      I tried not to take offense at that, but then, I doubt I would have noticed her otherwise.

      “Galen of Elaeavn,” she said, appearing out of the darkness.

      I squeezed the darts in my palm, biting back the first response that came to mind. I was no more of Elaeavn than she was, not any longer. “Carth of C’than,” I said.

      She smiled and stepped close enough that I could smell the sharp scent on her breath so much like scallot powder. I still didn’t know if she had scallot, but her enhanced senses made it possible.

      “Why do you search for me?” she asked.

      “How do you know that I search for you?”

      “You are not as stealthy as you think. You have many gifts, but that is not one of them.”

      I circled around her, and she made no effort to move. I didn’t threaten her, and I didn’t think there was much of anything that would, but I needed to move. The activity tonight had left me on edge.

      “Do you know what happened tonight?” I asked.

      “Do you?”

      I sniffed. “You wanted to know why I search for you. That’s the reason.”

      “Which part? Where you return to the estate of a dead man, or when you attack a dozen men in an alley?”

      I thought that she couldn’t surprise me, but I had been wrong. Either Carth had been following me, or her informants had already passed word to her about what I’d been up to tonight. Either was possible.

      “I suppose you want to know why,” I said.

      Carth barely tipped her head. “You wish to understand why you went after Natash. You blame your friend, when she had nothing to do with your decision.”

      “You led me to believe that he had attacked her.”

      “And you always take what you hear at face value? That is not the Galen of Elaeavn I had been led to know.”

      I started to say something, but bit back my response. With assignments, I usually made a point to verify facts before attacking. That was part of the reason Orly didn’t like to hire me. But once I chose a job, I had few rivals in Eban.

      And I hadn’t followed my usual process when it came to Natash. After Talia had been injured, I had simply rushed after him, perhaps spurred by what Carth had told me, or by unspoken feelings I had for Talia. Either way, I hadn’t really needed much of a push.

      “Then I assume you know what happened to Talia tonight?”

      For the first time, Carth’s expression changed. Usually she wore a serene expression, but that faded, if only briefly. “I understand that you helped your friend.”

      “That’s all you’ll tell me?” I asked. “That I helped my friend? What would have happened had I not found her? What would have happened had I not wandered that way?”

      “She is well trained,” Carth said.

      “I’m sure that she is, but against a dozen? They didn’t want to kill her,” I told Carth. “Had that been their goal, they wouldn’t have needed so many, would they? They wanted to capture her.” I stopped my pacing and faced Carth. “Did they think to use her to get to you?”

      Carth’s mouth pinched briefly into a thin line. “It’s a good thing they didn’t reach her, isn’t it?”

      The comment left me wondering if Carth had somehow intended for me to find Talia. Was I still getting used by her? As much as I wanted to be out of her games, and as far from the Binders as possible, I found myself drawn in, didn’t I?

      “What about the Brite Pot?”

      “What of it?”

      “There was an attack. Isabelle, one of the cooks, was killed while we were there. Another person…” I trailed off, realizing that I still didn’t know if it was a man or a woman who had taken off out the window and lost me on the rooftops.

      “What other person?” Carth asked.

      “I didn’t see.”

      Carth turned and looked north. “That place should have been protected,” Carth said. “With Talia, and with you…”

      “What do you mean, with me?”

      Carth started away, loping easily across the roofs.

      I followed, running hard to keep up. I didn’t think she was using me this time, but I didn’t really know, and decided that it probably didn’t matter. When it came to Talia, even after what they’d put me through, I would do what I needed to help her.

      “You didn’t know, did you?” I asked as we ran.

      She shook her head once.

      “But you knew about the attack on Talia.”

      “You think that Orly is the only one interested in gaining access to the Binders?”

      I sniffed. “The only one in Eban foolish enough to go after you.”

      She nodded as she leaped between buildings. When I landed next to her, she said, “Perhaps in Eban.”

      My heart flipped. “The other attackers aren’t from Eban?”

      Carth glanced over to me. “You have trained under one of the most skilled assassins of our time, and you question what happens outside of this city? You may have lived in Elaeavn, but you are not as naïve as her people.”

      As she ran, I wondered what she meant. Isander alluded to a dangerous society of assassins, but I’d never seen evidence of anyone approaching his skill—now mine as well—though I had remained in Eban since leaving Isander. There was something for me, he had claimed, and once I found it, then I could move on to the next step in my education. Even leaving him, I still had much I would learn. But I hadn’t seen anything that would make me believe there were assassins with the same training I possessed.

      Other than Carth. I didn’t yet know what else she was capable of, but did not think that she was an assassin. She served her people, the Binders, in her way. That I didn’t know what that was meant that she could use me until I did.

      “Who do you mean?” I asked.

      “Pray that I’m wrong,” was all she said.

      We continued running, jumping from roof to roof, all while I struggled to keep up with her. I had thought that I moved quickly along the roofs, but Carth was surefooted in a different way than I could even begin to approach.

      When we reached the Brite Pot, she hesitated, smelling at the air before diving through the open window I had chased the assassin through. I followed her, moving with most of the speed that she managed, and came to my feet in the room, not certain what to expect.

      It was empty.

      Carth trailed her finger along the ground and brought it to her nose. “You said Talia was here,” she said.

      “She was. We followed the attacker into this room,” I answered. I didn’t know where Talia had gone.

      Carth tipped her head and her eyes narrowed a moment, as if she heard something I could not. I wondered if that were the case. There were people in my homeland with enhanced hearing, much like my enhanced Sight. We called them Listeners. The face Carth made as she focused made me think of them.

      It also made me think back to the last time I had been in Elaeavn. I’d been away from the city for nearly a decade, time I’d spent learning a different skill. There, I had been apprenticed to a healer, a woman of considerable skill, and would have plied a legitimate trade had I remained.

      But the Great Watcher had other plans for me.

      “I’m going to see where Talia went,” I said.

      Carth shook her head, pulling her focus back to me. “Do not bother, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      “You don’t want to see why someone attacked here?”

      “You won’t find her here.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      Carth met my eyes. Few did. There was something about looking into the deep green eyes of someone from Elaeavn that intimidated most. Orly always managed to meet my eyes, but within Eban, he was one of the few who did. Carth had never appeared intimidated by me, and I suspected that she’d met many others from Elaeavn.

      “It was to have been safe here,” she said.

      “It?” I asked, getting frustrated by my lack of information. Was Carth using me again? I wouldn’t be the piece in whatever game she played here in Eban, regardless of how much I agreed with what I’d seen of her.

      “It no longer matters. What matters is finding her.”

      My heart fluttered. “Talia?”

      Carth nodded.

      “She was here,” I said, but I already knew that something was wrong. Had she still been here, she wouldn’t have disappeared completely, would she? She would have known when Carth appeared.

      I started out of the room, not caring whether Carth followed, and raced down the back steps and into the kitchen. Isabelle still lay where I’d last seen her, the blood along the floor spreading onto the stones.

      Carth followed and paused long enough to check Isabelle’s pockets, plucking something from within her dress that I had overlooked, and shifted her bodice to cover her breasts again.

      “I tried,” I said.

      Carth nodded. “I know that you would.”

      At the door leading into the tavern, I paused. The noise and the music that had been there when I left were muted. No voices were on the other side, as if the attack in the kitchen had sent everyone away. The silence bothered me as much as the earlier attack.

      I glanced at Carth. “Be ready.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I always am, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      Then I opened the door.
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      I don’t know what I expected to find within the tavern, but it was empty.

      But not entirely. There was a particular odor to brutal fighting, one that you become accustomed to when healing, but I’d lost the nose and stomach for it in the time I’d trained as an assassin. It was the stink of men dying with their bellies split open, and that of blood. The stink might be here, but that was it. No sign of bodies or of the fighting that led to the smell. There was nothing.

      Only the lutist still sat, playing his instrument. He shivered as he did, and the wispy strains coming from his instrument were shaky. Dried blood covered his face, and at first I thought it was his, but that much blood loss would have killed him.

      When he saw me, his eyes widened and then flickered toward the door.

      I spun, surveying everything as I did, but didn’t see anything moving.

      Carth walked slowly, each step careful as she wove through the tavern.

      “What happened?” I whispered. “Where is everyone?”

      “They’re gone.”

      “How?”

      She shook her head. “This is what happens when the outside comes to Eban.”

      I searched for signs of Talia but found none. “Where are they?”

      “They will have taken them.”

      “Why? What kind of game is this, Carth?”

      She glanced at me and shook her head. “This is no game, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      No game. Not like the game of Tsatsun that she’d claimed I was a part of, and not like the dicing Orly played. If this wasn’t a part of it, then it was something worse.

      I had started to turn toward Carth when a flicker of motion separated from the shadows near the door. I hadn’t seen it before, and had I not been searching for Talia, I doubted that I would have seen it now.

      I flicked a dart toward the figure, but it missed. Another dart also missed, almost as if the man vanished as I threw. There were rumors of men from Elaeavn with such an ability, but I’d never seen it.

      Carth jumped. There was no other word to describe it.

      She moved faster than I could track. A sword slipped free of her scabbard with a soft whisper and she landed, swinging. The other figure faded, reappearing briefly to attack. Carth swung and spun, each step faster than I could have imagined.

      She didn’t move to kill, I realized. Had she wanted, I had little doubt that Carth would have managed to overwhelm the other person.

      As I watched, I realized that the other figure had a soft swirl of color around them. In the weak light of the tavern, that was significant—and noticeable.

      It shimmered a moment before the figure faded.

      Making certain to choose a coxberry dart, I waited until I saw the swirl of color—the only real way I had of seeing the figure—and flicked it. The dart struck true.

      Carth spun toward me. “You should not have done that, Galen of Elaeavn. Now we will not know—”

      “Coxberry,” I said. “And you’re welcome.”

      She shot me an appraising look. “Not your terad?”

      I held out my hand with the darts. “Not terad. Not that one, at least.”

      She pulled a length of chain from her pocket and wrapped it around the fallen man’s wrists, binding them together. Only then did she begin to search him, reaching carefully into his pockets and pulling out a collection of knives and a small book. She pocketed this.

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      “Someone of little importance.”

      I snorted. “Seems he is important enough if you wanted to keep him alive.” I left her to approach the lutist. When the man had fallen, he’d finally stopped playing. “What happened here?” I asked.

      He shook his head and his hands trembled, barely able to hang onto his lute. “They came.”

      “I see that,” I said.

      He looked up. When he saw my eyes, he flinched.

      I took the lute from him and turned it from side to side. Talia used him somehow, and I expected the instrument to also serve as a weapon of some sort, but there was nothing to it that looked unusual. I handed the lute back to him and he took it, his hands getting steadier. “Where is Talia?”

      “I don’t know where they took her,” he said. He slipped from his stool and stood looking around the tavern and letting out a shaky breath. “They… they killed the others, those who remained. I tried… I tried to get them out…”

      “How many were there?” I asked. This was different than what I had seen in the alley outside the tavern when I first found Talia, especially with the strange man that Carth had captured.

      “Only a few,” he said. “They came in… and they attacked… they attacked quickly. They took her.”

      Looking over at Carth, I frowned. “Tell me, Carth,” I said, “how is it that this one,” I motioned to the fallen man she had restrained, “managed to test you.”

      “They weren’t like him,” the lutist said softly.

      I turned to him.

      “He came after, and with another. They made me stay as they searched…”

      “Then what?” I demanded.

      “The other one, he left. They made me wait… wait…”

      “For what?”

      “For her,” he said, tipping his head to Carth.

      Carth lifted the man we had secured and hauled him to his feet.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “This is beyond you, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      “No. Talia is involved. Who are they?”

      Carth reached the door of the tavern before answering. “You have it wrong, Galen of Elaeavn. Talia is not now involved. She has been involved all along.”

      Then she pulled open the door and walked into the street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          23

        

      

    
    
      She had taken to the roofs, carrying the prisoner with her as if he weighed nothing, jumping from roof to roof, not slowed at all. I remained in the streets.

      The festival would continue late into the night and hundreds of people were still out, though most in much worse shape than they had been even an hour earlier. I passed occasional fights and the shouts of drunk men, and ignored the amorous displays that I saw hidden in darkness.

      As I followed Carth, it became evident where she traveled.

      At first, I thought she would make her way back to her hidden hospital. That was where I had found her in the past, and it would make sense for her to return there, but the more I thought about it, the less that made sense. Were she to go there, and were something to go wrong with her prisoner, he would know where she hid. I suspected she thought it was bad enough that I knew about the place, though she had been the one to lead me there.

      I didn’t need to follow to know where she headed. When we reached the docks and she jumped from the nearest building, six other women emerged from shadows and surrounded me. Carth waved a hand and they relaxed, settling back into the shadows as she carried the man onto the ship.

      She said nothing until she was below deck and had secured the man to a long table with another length of the same bluish silver chain.

      “You should not have followed,” she said softly.

      “With what happened to Talia—”

      She cut me off with a shake of her head and motioned to the man. Only then did I realize that he was already starting to awaken. Carth pulled the dart from his arm and tossed it to me.

      I’d used coxberry on him. Coxberry had predictable effects, but was metabolized differently. With some, the effect of coxberry would wear off quickly. For others, the effect would linger for hours. It had been less than thirty minutes since I’d dosed this man, and I would have expected him to take much longer to come around.

      But he started thrashing, pushing at the chains and failing. The strange colors that I’d earlier seen swirling around him returned, but faded quickly. Whatever chains Carth used contained him.

      His eyes snapped open and he took in Carth and then me. His eyes narrowed. “A mistake, Carth,” he hissed. “You know the warning—”

      She slammed the flat edge of a knife against his chest, and he snapped his mouth shut. “And you knew the price if you violated peace.”

      He blinked. “You blame us for this?”

      “I know what Venass thinks they can accomplish, and I know how little you care the cost.”

      He sniffed. “This was not Venass. We simply observed.”

      “Observed. Is that how you will defend your actions? When the accords are questioned—”

      “There will be no question,” the man said, sounding more at ease than I would have expected for someone chained to a hard table and with a woman as dangerous as Carth staring down at him. Then again, she treated him with a hint of respect, making me wonder if maybe he might be as dangerous as her.

      I knew nothing of Venass, much like I knew nothing of C’than, Carth’s homeland. In that way, Carth was right. I had been sheltered for many years. Isander tried bringing me from that shelter, but there was only so much he could teach, especially when it came to understanding a world I had been isolated from while growing up.

      “No question. What happened in that tavern—”

      “Was not us.”

      Carth met his eyes and took a few slow breaths. The muscles in her cheeks clenched slightly, as if she worked through what response she would give.

      “Tell me, Heln, who I should blame.” Carth stood in front of him, her arms crossed over her chest and a fierce angry light burning in her eyes. “Do you think the men of this town capable enough to overcome mine?”

      “And yet that is what happened,” Heln said.

      Carth paced around the small hold, studying the table and the man on it. I didn’t know what to expect from her, but the agitation within her was clear. I didn’t know Carth well, but seeing her this way was unsettling.

      “Do you really think that we would violate the accords for this place?” Heln asked with a sneer.

      “Then why have you come?”

      “To observe only, Carth of C’than. That is why I remained, at least until you attacked me.” Carth looked as if she wanted to strike him, but refrained. “Tell me, do you not observe the same as the Hjan? Was that not the price?”

      She slipped her knife back into a hidden sheath with a frustrated sigh and then turned to Heln.

      I didn’t expect what she did next.

      She unchained him.

      He smiled and sat up slowly, rubbing his hands over his wrists. “You will still have to answer for what you did me.”

      “I will answer for nothing. As you, apparently, answer to no one.”

      Heln offered a small smile and stood. “We all must answer, Carth. That is the price of the accords.”

      “Do not think to lecture me,” she said with a whisper.

      He smiled at her and turned his attention to me. “I have you to thank?”

      “For what?” I asked.

      “For my rest. I must say that I have had better rest before, but never in such interesting accommodations.”

      “You live,” Carth said. “You should thank him for that.”

      “Ah, to live. You still believe that is the only goal of the Hjan of Venass.”

      “I think we both know you wanted that to happen. What I’d like to know is who hired you.”

      He started toward the stairs before turning and spreading his hands. “You will often wonder without knowing. That is the fate that has been granted to you.”

      Heln reached the stairs and disappeared into the shadows, fading with a flash of color before disappearing completely.

      Carth stared after him, a troubled expression on her face. “What is this about, Carth? Where did they take everyone in the tavern? Where did he take Talia?”

      She shook her head. “This is beyond you. I allowed you to accompany me because you helped with the capture, but now you must leave.”

      “Where is Talia?”

      She shook her head. “Now that the Hjan are involved, we might not know.”

      “What are they?”

      “Danger,” was her answer. She started away from me, leaving me alone in the hold of her ship without any answers.
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      “Why have you come to me again, Galen?” Orly asked.

      I had debated coming to him, hating to involve him any more than needed. Any time that I pulled Orly into what I did, the tighter he pulled me back. Perhaps that was his intent. If it were up to him, I would work solely for him, but thankfully the money that Carth had provided meant that I was in no rush to take another job.

      The problem was that I was still in the midst of the last job Orly had hired me to complete. I still didn’t intend to complete it, but then I think Orly knew that.

      “A friend of mine was abducted last night,” I said.

      Orly sat back in his chair, puffing on a long pipe. The bitter smoke filled my nose, drifting around the tavern and creating a haze around him. He had lit the pipe the moment I entered, I suspect thinking to counter my Sight. And it did, to an extent, but there were other ways my Sight benefited me.

      Two men stood behind him, the same as the last time. I didn’t doubt that both would be quick with their sword, or that Orly might have others in the tavern I hadn’t identified.

      “And you think this matters to me?”

      It didn’t, not in the way that it mattered to me. I hadn’t bothered trying to find Carth again, knowing that if she didn’t want to be found, she would not be. Once she left me on her ship, she had decided that she would not be available to me.

      Somehow, I had to learn about the Hjan on my own. In Eban, I had plenty of contacts, but they were for information about the kinds of people I could find in the city, not about men able to counter one of the most capable people I had ever met.

      But Orly had his own sources of information, and what I had experienced would have value to him, if only I could find a way to use it.

      “I think it matters that others were killed to make sure it happened.” The stink of the tavern told me that there had been more than what I’d seen, much as the dried blood on the lutist indicated the same.

      “Strange things happen on Landing Festival,” Orly commented.

      “That’s all you have to say?” I asked. “Do you no longer control what happens throughout this part of the city?”

      I decided to play to his ego, and his sense of power. With Orly, that was a safe bet.

      Orly breathed out a trail of smoke and tipped his head toward someone I couldn’t see clearly. I think he did it mostly to bother me, but he couldn’t really know how little I could see from where I sat. “Tell me, Galen, have you decided that you’re going to finish the job I asked of you?”

      The question caught me off guard. “I thought I made it clear what my answer to that question was,” I said.

      Orly inhaled, the air clearing slightly. As it did, I saw the men standing behind him more easily. The nearest, the one I was convinced was a Neelish sellsword, watched me with an amused expression. His hand hovered above the hilt of his sword. I didn’t need a demonstration to know how quickly he could reach it.

      “Clear at the time, but I thought you might have reconsidered.”

      “Why would I have reconsidered?”

      Orly only shrugged. “You were seen at Benahg’s old estate,” he commented. “Did you not cause enough destruction that last time you were there?”

      I sniffed and tried to keep the frustration from my face. I had thought that I’d hidden myself better than I had, unless Orly had connections to the men guarding the man I’d incapacitated. I didn’t think that Carth’s woman would share that I’d been there, but I hadn’t considered the possibility that she might have shared with Orly to keep herself in her position. The affection she had for the man had been real, no longer simply an assignment.

      “I thought you’d be more interested in learning what I’ve seen,” I said, making as if to push my chair back.

      Orly inhaled the smoke from his pipe, clearing the air around him. He studied me, and as he did, one of his men hurried over to him and leaned into his ear, whispering softly. When the man finished, he moved to stand along one of the walls.

      Orly continued watching me, his face unreadable. “The Brite Pot.”

      I nodded.

      “You were not there.”

      “Not at the time.”

      “And you do not know what happened.”

      “Do you?” I asked. I wanted to needle Orly a bit. I needed to get him to slip, if only a little. Usually his control was such that he managed to think steps ahead of me. Mostly that was because of everything that he knew, but Orly was smart. He wouldn’t have become the primary thief-master in Eban if not for that. I had little doubt that Orly had his sights set beyond Eban.

      He settled his hands on the table and leaned slightly forward. His gray eyes matched his shortly cut silver hair. “Tell me what you would ask of me, Galen.”

      I couldn’t tell if my gamble had paid off or if he simply wanted to be rid of me. The last time I had seen Orly, he’d been sitting at this very table, casually rolling the dice that were now stacked to the side of him, each time coming up with ones. The Watcher’s Eyes, to gamblers. I had been surprised to see Orly dicing since most considered it a game of chance, but then I had seen how regularly the dice came up Eyes. Not chance, at least, not to Orly.

      I picked up the dice and shook them in my hand. It had been years since I’d diced with any regularity, back before leaving Elaeavn. Dice was considered a safe game, one that the Great Watcher would approve. Outside Elaeavn, other games were favored. In Eban, cards were commonly preferred, though I’d seen a few games of Stocks, a board game more often played in Cort.

      With a shake, I sent the dice across the table. Five and three. An unlucky combination.

      Orly didn’t bother to look, but a soft smile played across his lips. “Are you going to answer, or are you going to gamble? I’d dice with you, Galen, but I doubt that you’d much appreciate the outcome.”

      “Have you ever heard of a place called Venass?” I asked.

      Orly’s smile faded slowly. “Ah, not gambling then,” he said, taking the dice from the table. “That is… unfortunate. I would have loved to have the opportunity to play sometime.” He picked his pipe up and placed it in his mouth, pulling in a deep breath. “I have heard of Venass,” he finally said, breathing out enough smoke to cloud his face once more. The smoke was bitter and carried a different bite than the usual tobanash men preferred. “I am surprised that you have not.”

      “Call me sheltered.”

      “Yes. Let’s.”

      “What do you know of Venass?” I asked.

      “Interesting that after what you say happened, that is your question,” Orly observed.

      I shrugged, thinking of what I’d seen at the Brite Pot and knowing that there was nothing that would push that out of my mind. Was Carth even searching for Talia or had she given up, abandoning her to her fate, no differently than she had when I’d found Talia sliced across the throat in the street?

      “After what I’ve seen, that’s the one question I want the answer to,” I said.

      At first, I wondered if Orly might refuse to answer. He could be particular about what he said, much as I could be particular about what jobs I took. There had been times when I thought he might answer me and he’d chosen to tune me out or ignore me altogether. That was the price of doing business with Orly, much like the price for working with me included the possibility that I might not take the job.

      “A place of study,” Orly began, “where many arcane arts can be learned. Some would call them scholars, but I think that a strong term for what I’ve seen of those who study there.”

      “Scholars?” I asked. “As in Asador?”

      Orly sniffed softly. “Asador is more along the lines of what I think of when I consider scholars,” he answered. “They search for answers from the heavens, debate philosophy, and seek to understand the weather. That is scholarship, I think.”

      “And Venass?”

      Orly took a slow breath, drawing in the smoke from his pipe a moment and letting it linger. “Venass seeks a different kind of answer.”

      “What kind of answer?”

      He shrugged. “One that all men ask. Power. Why is it that some have it and others do not.”

      I laughed softly. “How is that so much different than what they study in Asador?” It had been years since I visited Asador, dragged along on one of Isander’s studies, searching for a book on flowers, he had claimed. Later I had learned that Isander was less concerned with flowers than he had been on the uses of the flowers, finding ways to turn them into poisons. Many were skilled at that, but few had the same elegance that Isander managed.

      “You ask questions about power when you have it.”

      I laughed again. “You think I have power, Orly?”

      “You do not? Do you not choose whether men live or die? How is that not power?”

      “I choose after you give assignments.” And I was always fully aware that if I didn’t take a job, then another might. My techniques usually ensured that others weren’t harmed. The same couldn’t be said about the other assassins found within the city, many of whom did not truly make their living as assassins, only working when the price was right. “In that way, you have the power,” I said.

      Orly blew smoke toward me. Through it, I could see the hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Ah, but I also chase power. Perhaps with not the same fervor as they do in Venass, but I do not deny my interest.”

      “How do they chase power in Venass?”

      He set the pipe down and the smoke cleared again. “What did you see, Galen?”

      I considered my answer. If I said nothing, it was possible that Orly wouldn’t share anything with me, and I’d already gotten more out of him than I had expected.

      “I saw one of the Hjan.”

      Orly made no expression, no reaction, to the mention of the Hjan. That didn’t mean he didn’t recognize the name. “Had you seen one of the Hjan, you would be dead,” he said softly. “You are skilled, Galen. That’s why I hire you. But there are those with abilities and talents that outstrip anything that you possess.”

      “Perhaps,” I agreed. “That doesn’t change the fact of what I saw.”

      “When did you see this person?”

      “Last night.”

      “The Brite Pot, I presume? You think the Hjan interested in attacking a tavern?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t really know what they would be interested in, only that they were powerful.

      “And were you alone?”

      I debated lying to Orly and telling him that I was, but that wouldn’t do any good, especially if he learned that I was with Carth, which I suspected he would. “Carth of C’than was with me.”

      The sellsword behind Orly tensed.

      “How is it that you know how to find her so easily?” Orly asked.

      “I wouldn’t say that I know how to find her easily. It’s more that she finds me,” I answered. “What are the Hjan?”

      I’d already seen something of them with Heln. He had been difficult for me to even see, and that was with my Sight. There had been the way that he moved as well, something that was almost otherworldly. Carth had a certain respect for Heln. If not for him, then for the Hjan and the fact that Heln was among them.

      Then there was the issue of the accords. I would keep that information from Orly. I didn’t know if there was anything for me to learn about the accords. Whatever they were gave an uneasy truce to Carth and the Hjan.

      “They are shadows, Galen.” He raised his hands to his lips, the tips of his fingers pressed together and his brow furrowed. One of his men ran into the room and stopped in front of him. I noted that it was a different man than who had left. Sweat stained his shirt and his eyes were wide, but he leaned down to whisper in Orly’s ear much like the last man had. A moment passed, one where I wished for enhanced hearing rather than Sight, before the man left.

      Orly’s face remained a neutral mask. “And I think,” he continued, lowering his hands and reaching for the dice, “that you will be the light, Galen.”

      “What does that mean?” I glanced in the direction where the man had disappeared, wondering what he might have learned in the time that we were at the table. How well connected was Orly?

      I didn’t need to ask to know the answer. Orly managed to stay far ahead of me, usually several steps in front. It was one of the reasons that I never managed to truly free myself from him. But Orly had uses as well. He often had the most intriguing jobs, and there was a certain morality to what he asked of me. Or there had been before he’d started placing a bounty on women in order to draw Carth out.

      “It means that I have a job for you.”

      “I think you misunderstand,” I told Orly. “I don’t intend to take this job.”

      “No? When your friend might be in danger?”

      Had he learned something of Talia in the time that I’d been sitting here?

      I looked toward the back of the tavern, studying the man’s face. I might get something from him, but Orly’s men were loyal for a reason. He paid well and the price for betraying him was steep.

      “What do you know of what happened to her?”

      Orly lifted his pipe and took another puff. “Unfortunately, not enough to convince you to take this job,” he answered, “but perhaps enough to set you toward it on your own.”

      Was he being honest with me, or was this some sort of trick? With Orly, I had to constantly question.

      “We hadn’t finished speaking about the Hjan,” Orly said, as if suddenly realizing it. “When I said they were shadows, I meant that as a compliment. They are shadows much like you are shadows. Trained in Venass, what they study is a different kind of power, one of life and death and of darkness.”

      “Assassins?” I asked.

      Orly tipped his head in a nod. “Of a sort, but expensive.” He smiled. “There are times when I bemoan the prices I must pay you, but trust me when I tell you that is nothing compared to what the Hjan charge.”

      Part of the reason I’d come to Eban was the opportunity. I could charge my fees because I knew I was worth it. As did Orly. There were none in the city who could match my skills and patience when it came down to it, but Isander had warned me that there were others out in the world with as much ability as I possessed. The other part of the reason I’d come to Eban was a little less clear to me, but I would stay here until I understood.

      And now it seemed I had competition for my services.

      “There aren’t many who can afford my services,” I told Orly.

      He smiled. “Indeed. You’re lucky I have remained interested in what you offer me.”

      I shrugged. “I prefer to think that you value the relationship.”

      “I would value it more if you completed even half of your assignments.”

      “As would I if you would find a way to be honest with your intentions.” We stared at each other a moment. This was a discussion we had many times, and one that delayed the questions I needed to be asking. “If you think the Hjan charge too much, then who can afford to pay?” I asked.

      Orly lifted the dice off the table and shook them. He sent them rolling. They came up a one and a two. His eyes narrowed slightly. “Regardless of the Hjan, there is something that you can do since you won’t bring Carth of C’than to me.”

      I frowned, not liking where this was going.

      “There is an item that she possesses. A ledger. You will know it when you see it. And I would like you to acquire it.”

      It couldn’t be a coincidence that the list he wanted was the same that Carth had retrieved the night I went after Natash. Did Orly know that I had learned about it?

      I decided that was possible.

      More than ever, I wanted to know what was in it.

      “You seem to mistake me for a common thief, Orly.”

      “I mistake nothing, Galen. And it seems that there’s nothing common about you, is there?”

      I tapped my hand on my leg. Orly wanted to pit me against Carth, but how would she react if I informed her?

      He seemed to know what I was thinking. And smiled. The bastard smiled.

      “You don’t want to do that,” he warned.

      “Do what?”

      He shrugged slightly. “You’re not the only one who can read people, Galen.” He leaned toward me, blowing out smoke I hadn’t noticed him inhaling. “I think this is a task that you will complete, unlike so many of the others.”

      I resisted the urge to smile. “And why is that?”

      “Because if you don’t, you won’t learn what happened to your friend.”

      The way he stared at me left me questioning whether he really knew anything or if he merely bluffed. He scooped the dice and slid them across the table. They came up Watcher’s Eyes. Again.

      “That wasn’t you in the tavern,” I said. Had it been Orly, he would have known… Unless part of it had been Orly and the rest someone else. “What happened to her?”

      “As I said. You will bring the ledger to me. And then we will talk.”

      I still didn’t know what he meant, but I didn’t like what that implied. “And if I don’t?”

      Orly took the dice and rolled them again. “I think we both know you don’t want to do that.”

      Another threat from Orly, only this time it was one that I had no choice but to believe.

      I didn’t really think that he’d been the one to abduct Talia, but I wouldn’t put it past Orly to think to use Talia to get to me.

      And the worst part of it was that it would work. After everything we had been through together, it still worked.
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      The night was different than Landing Festival. The somber feel to the air combined with the growing fog matched my mood. Out on the streets, I couldn’t see anything clearly enough to move safely. Perhaps that was best. If I could, I might make the mistake of thinking that I could go after Orly.

      Could he really be the reason that Talia had been taken?

      I spent most of the morning considering what I knew. The men who had come after her had not intended to hurt her, only capture her. There was a part of me that thought they had come because of me, but that had been the mistake I made when she had been hurt the first time. That was the reason I had gone after Natash.

      Before making another rash decision, I needed to know for certain.

      And I realized there was only one person I could ask.

      The dampness in the air was the reason that I’d taken to the street rather than the rooftop, but there was another advantage for me tonight. I couldn’t see far enough ahead of me to see what I needed. And I might not be a Listener, but that didn’t mean my hearing was poor.

      On an evening like tonight, with the silence of the city all around me, my hearing seemed augmented more than normal, almost as if the muffled sounds of the city faded away, leaving me with only the sounds I cared about.

      Such as the lonesome lute playing in the distance.

      It hadn’t taken much to learn where to find the lutist. He lived near enough the Brite Pot that I didn’t have to travel far to find him, and I recognized the steady tune as he practiced inside. From what I had heard, he’d be playing later tonight in a different tavern, taking coin as if nothing had happened only nights before. For some reason, that more than anything bothered me.

      I checked my pouch but didn’t expect to need anything. Still, rather than going in unprepared, I clutched a pair of darts in hand, both coxberry. I doubted that the lutist would manage to surprise me, and I had already inspected his lute and found it nothing more exotic than a simple instrument.

      Pausing to listen, and hearing nothing more than the steady sounds of his playing, I pushed the door open and made my way inside the small room. A crackling hearth glowed and danced with light, sending shifting shadows sliding across the room.

      At least here, back inside and out of the fog, my Sight didn’t fail.

      Sliding slowly forward, I found the lutist sitting on the edge of his stool, staring at the hearth.

      I cleared my throat and the music trailed off.

      He turned slowly to face me. His face showed no expression. That should have been my first warning.

      “Tell me how much you were paid to betray Talia,” I said.

      The man shook his head. “You have it wrong.”

      “I don’t think I do,” I said, suddenly piecing part of it together. Orly must have been responsible for Talia’s abduction, but how? “Orly and I have an interesting relationship. How much was it?”

      He blinked and swallowed. “Not enough. Not nearly enough.”

      “What really happened in the tavern?”

      “You know what happened in the tavern,” he said.

      “I know what you said happened. And I know that you were limited on what you could say. Other than that… Well, let’s say I’m not sure what to believe.”

      I held the darts in front of me and, as expected, his eyes were drawn to them.

      “Tell me,” I went on, “what happened to Talia.”

      A shadow peeled away from the back wall. I barely had time to react.

      Had I not seen it before, the strange swirl of color that could be nothing other than Heln, I wouldn’t have been prepared. Even as it was, I barely had a chance to react.

      He moved quickly, coming toward me with a pair of knives extended. They were a dark gray, almost the color of lorcith, though no knives were made of lorcith, not any longer. And he moved in a flash, the colors that swirled around him the only clue I had that he was there.

      I flipped the first dart toward him and missed.

      It wasn’t that the dart missed, more that it floated through him, as if he had been there, and then vanished, something like a ghost.

      Damn.

      I dived to the side, rolling as I sent the second dart streaking toward him. As I did, I reached in my pouch for a handful, not mindful of which ones I grabbed. Without Carth with me, I doubted very much if it mattered whether I killed him or simply subdued him.

      “Impressive,” Heln hissed. “I see why you interest her.”

      I backed up a step, glancing to the side to ensure it was clear. I didn’t mind the wall behind me and didn’t fear what might happen if cornered—at least, I usually didn’t—but I didn’t want to be caught with his partner appearing.

      As far as I knew, there were two of the Hjan in Eban. Heln, who had remained in the tavern, as if overseeing Talia and the other’s abduction, and whoever had killed the man in the room in the Brite Pot. I hadn’t seen that one again and didn’t want to be surprised.

      Heln flashed with a hint of color before it faded.

      I followed the trail of color and flicked a dart where it reappeared.

      The man was prepared and smacked the dart out of the air.

      “After the insult you gave me, I can’t allow you to live,” he said.

      “What insult was that?” I flicked another pair of darts, knowing my supply diminished but trying to buy time as I considered what I would do. Heln was more skilled than me, and he had an ability that made him difficult to catch. A dangerous combination, and one that would likely be deadly.

      “Where you caught me,” he said.

      I doubted that was the reason he was here, but why were they?

      Orly called them assassins, but that didn’t necessarily fit. I suspected one of the Hjan, either Heln or the other, had killed Isabelle in the Brite Pot, and was probably the person I had chased across the rooftop. But then, why?

      And now he was here, with the lutist.

      For him to be here meant that he came for the same reasons that I did.

      Which meant…

      Damn.

      “How much did Orly pay you?”

      Heln stepped forward, this time little more than shifting shadows, as if he pulled the darkness around him. “The Hjan don’t speak of terms.”

      “No?” I rolled, pulling a knife from my boot as I did. I didn’t like my chances if it came to hand-to-hand fighting, but I wasn’t going to be completely unprepared. One of my darts nearly hit him, this one catching the hem of his dark shirt before passing through.

      Heln slipped to the side. “Interesting to find someone with such skill in a place like Eban,” he noted. “It’s almost as if you have Hjan training.”

      He managed to repeat the strange shimmering preceded by the flash of colors and then appeared near the lutist. The man cowered near the hearth, but had I not had the training I did, I suspect I would have done the same. If Heln did something to the lutist, any chance of learning what happened to Talia and the others would be gone. Even if I managed to subdue Heln—and I wasn’t liking my chances—I doubted that he would share much with me.

      If this lasted much longer, I wouldn’t make it out. And then Talia wouldn’t survive.

      I palmed four darts, leaving the tips extended between my fingers. As soon as I saw the shifting color disappear and then reappear, I sent all four darts flying.

      Heln had been ready for one dart, and might have been ready for two or three, but these all went at a slightly different angle.

      Normally I wouldn’t attempt such a throw. With as much time as I spent preparing the darts, using so many at once like that was wasteful.

      But against a man like Heln… I didn’t have much choice.

      He started to shimmer, the faint colors swirling around him, but one of the darts hit, piercing his palm as he held his hand out to me.

      Terad worked quickly.

      I hadn’t wanted to kill Heln. I would rather have obtained information from him, but I had seen how quickly coxberry faded from his system and I didn’t have the advantage of Carth’s strange chains. That meant that I would have to contain him on my own. And I didn’t like my chances.

      Heln’s eyes widened slightly, and then he fell.

      I kept another set of darts ready. For all I knew, he’d somehow built a tolerance to terad. It was one of the few poisons where I didn’t think that was possible, but then, I would have thought someone like Heln impossible only a few days prior.

      He didn’t move again.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned to the lutist. He stared at me, eyes wide with fear, an expression he had not worn when I’d spoken to him last. Then he’d been more afraid of Heln. Not that I could blame him for that.

      “Tell me what happened to Talia,” I said to him, ignoring Heln’s body.

      He did not. His gaze was drawn to the dead man, and he stared at it. “How? I mean… How? I could barely see him move—”

      “I could,” I said. “Now. Tell me what happened to Talia.”

      I didn’t think the Hjan had been hired to capture Talia. No, Orly wouldn’t spend the kind of money I suspect necessary to hire them simply for her. Which meant they were after the same thing as me. He’d hired them to obtain the ledger.

      But why?

      Whatever that book held was valuable enough for Orly to hire not only me, but men like the Hjan in spite of the cost. I knew nothing about Heln’s partner, but if he was anything like Heln, I didn’t doubt his capabilities.

      “I didn’t see what happened to them,” he answered. He leaned against the wall and his eyes were still wide as he stared at me. “Please. You have to believe me…”

      I grunted. “Seeing as how you sat there after what happened and didn’t say anything, I’m not so certain that I can believe you.” I took a step toward him, making an intentional effort to pull myself to my full height, and fixed him with the hardest stare that I could manage and was satisfied when he looked away.

      “I’ll give you one more opportunity,” I said. “Who else did Orly employ?”

      “I didn’t catch a name,” he said. “Three men came to the Brite Pot.”

      “Only three?” I asked. How had three men managed to overpower Talia, especially after I’d seen her hold five at bay easily?

      He nodded.

      “Who were they?” I asked.

      “I… I don’t know. The one I saw was short, had dark hair, and skin like you don’t often see in Eban. The other two were similar. They carried the same type of sword, and moved quickly.”

      Almost immediately I had an image in mind of who it might be. “Swordsmen?” I asked.

      The lutist nodded.

      Damn.

      Going against the Hjan was bad enough. I didn’t know anything about them before this all began. Ignorance oftentimes was beneficial. When you’re afraid, you hesitate. With Heln, I knew that he was dangerous, but I didn’t know exactly what other skills he might possess.

      With a Neelish sellsword… that was a different story.

      And Orly had three.

      They were skilled mercenaries, men who could move as quickly as snakes and were known to have developed a certain resistance to poisons. Deadly swordsmen.

      I didn’t like the idea of going against even one. And I had thought Orly only had one under his employ, but if they were involved… well, that meant I had little choice.

      “What are you going to do?” the lutist asked.

      I reached into my pouch and fingered the darts I had there, counting the five I had remaining. I grabbed a coxberry-tipped dart and rolled it between my fingers. What was I going to do?

      I thought that I had pieced together what happened, but not why.

      Orly had hired me to grab Carth. When that failed, he’d hired the Hjan to retrieve this book. And the Neelish sellswords to grab Talia, presumably to make certain I would stay involved.

      But maybe that wasn’t the case.

      There was another reason Orly might want Talia.

      Had he learned how high she sat within the Binders?

      That would be a reason to grab Talia, especially if there was something in the book that he wanted, and if he thought Carth might trade for her. But what would it be?

      I didn’t know. And maybe it didn’t matter.

      I’d spent so long angry that Talia had abused our friendship, but hadn’t I done the same? I didn’t share with her everything that I was involved with, thinking to protect her. And now… now I had lost the opportunity.

      Whatever Orly was after was related to the Binders, that much I was certain of. And if he went to this much trouble to acquire it, that meant that he thought it would give him an advantage.

      If he was willing to use me, and my friend, then it was an advantage I would just as soon make sure he didn’t have.

      The lutist still stared at me, as if waiting for an answer.

      I flicked a coxberry dart at him, watching him sink to the floor as it set in.

      I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer.
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      I didn’t have to search long to find the sellswords. Now that I knew Orly was involved, I didn’t bother looking too far. Wherever he had taken Talia and the others would be under his control.

      The fog lifted slightly, so I stood on the rooftop staring down at one of Orly’s many buildings in this part of the city. Pretty much this entire part of the city was under his control. Were he to manage to secure access to the city guard, he would have purview over the entire city, as well as a certain legitimacy. For now, he remained a thief-master, though the only one with centralized power.

      The cloak I wore fit better than I would have expected.

      I had taken Heln’s cloak after checking for hidden weapons and his pulse. I didn’t think he could have survived the terad, but then I didn’t think that he would have been so difficult for me to follow. When I stripped his cloak and the strange shimmery shirt off him, leaving his pale chest exposed, I jabbed one of his knives into his chest to be certain.

      Doing so left me feeling foolish, and not a little superstitious, but I wouldn’t take any chances.

      The cloak deflected my eyes and caught the shadows of the night around me much better than the usual cloak I wore. In my line of work, there was value in that. And in what I planned tonight, I might need the impression that I was one of the Hjan, even if I couldn’t maintain the illusion for long.

      Light stirred in the window of the small building. Men moved through the light, casting shadows of different heights. At least three, but there could be more. I didn’t think any were the sellswords.

      They wouldn’t be so easy to find.

      One would be with Orly. If I were to be successful with this, I wouldn’t be able to leave any of them living. I’d have to find a way before this was over to take care of that, too.

      Instinctively I checked my supply of darts. I had restocked, grabbing two dozen of the smooth darts Carth had provided me, making a point of tipping all but five in terad. Those five were coxberry, but I didn’t expect to be using them. The rest might be needed just to get to Talia.

      I didn’t like the thought of Orly’s reaction after I was done. He would be angry, possibly angry enough that I would be forced to leave Eban.

      But I would get to Talia.

      Taking another look around, I leapt from the rooftop and landed on the street as softly as I could.

      Reaching the door, I grabbed the handle and paused before pushing it open.

      The man nearest the door spun toward me, crossbow in hand. He fell with a dart in his neck. The wiry man next to him started to unsheathe his sword, but didn’t have time. Terad stopped him.

      The last man I recognized. Davun had always been pleasant, and I knew him to have a wife and a young daughter. His eyes widened slightly when he saw me, and he started toward his sword.

      I paused long enough to reach for a coxberry dart. “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I threw it. Davun sunk to the ground.

      The way into the house was open.

      At the long hall leading into the rest of the house, I paused. No one moved, and the shadows along the hall didn’t reveal anyone else. I started forward.

      A blur of motion out of the corner of my eye sent me spinning toward the wall, slamming my back against it. One of the Neelish sellswords spun into the hall, his sword swinging in a sharp motion. He was fast, but the slight movement had been enough to prepare me.

      I didn’t make the same mistake as I had with Heln. Three darts went flying at him.

      He went down. Two hit, catching him in the arm and the ear. He’d managed to slice the third in half, cutting it neatly as it soared through the air as he fell. At least the Neelish resistance to poison didn’t extend to terad.

      I took his sword and leather scabbard. Darts were my preferred weapon, but I wouldn’t pass on the opportunity to possess a Neelish blade. Their swordsmiths were reported to be some of the best. As long as I was careful with the blade—always coated in poison by the swordsman—it would be valuable.

      Moving more carefully now, mostly because I knew I was close, but partly because the sellsword had nearly caught me off guard, I glanced down the hall. Nothing else moved.

      A soft thud of boot on wood came from the other direction.

      Checking my darts, I moved forward.

      According to the lutist, there had been three sellswords. One was with Orly, protecting him. One was now down. That left one remaining. I expected him guarding Talia and the women.

      I was wrong.

      As I stepped forward, a blade arced toward me.

      I pulled my arm back, but not fast enough. The sword caught me and I winced.

      Three darts left my hand, but I didn’t have time to see if they hit as I pulled back into the hall.

      How long did I have?

      I wasn’t sure what poison they used. During my training, I had experience with most poisons and thought that I should be able to recognize it. Slipping into shadows, I hoped the cloak would shroud me well enough that I wouldn’t be seen.

      A shuffle of a foot on the floor, barely enough to notice, caught my attention. Gripping the edges of the cloak, I wrapped it around me. My heart hammered too fast, likely driving the poison through my blood. I needed time to reach for the narcass leaf I kept with me.

      The sword sliced toward me again.

      I saw only the reflection of the blade and traced it to the man holding it.

      He stood in a doorway I’d missed. With two handfuls of darts, I attacked, flipping one after the other, forcing myself to ignore the pain in my arm and the fact that I was dying.

      He swiped most out of the air before they hit, but with Carth’s supplies, I had enough to keep throwing. One managed to get past him and caught him, burying in his leg.

      The sellsword went down.

      I leaned against the wall, steadying my breathing.

      Two now gone. I didn’t know what else to expect. And maybe it didn’t matter. The sellsword had caught my arm. Regardless of whether I reached Talia, I was dying.

      I staggered forward, fumbling for my pouch before pausing long enough to pull the sleeve of the cloak up. A purple welt already formed on my arm, but the skin was intact.

      I frowned, fingering the soft fabric of the cloak. Had this managed to stop the sword?

      Questions for later.

      Maybe I wasn’t dying.

      A soft grunt whispered up from below me.

      I looked around and found a stair leading down. The sellswords had been protecting the way below, but what would I find when I went down there?

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I reached a stout door at the bottom. I kicked it in, sending the door splintering inside, and surveyed what I saw.

      Two men stood watch over three women. Talia was with them.

      Her eyes widened when she saw me.

      I didn’t give the men a chance to react. Darts went at them at the same time. They fell, terad taking hold before they could even react.

      As I started toward the nearest man, Talia’s eyes widened.

      I dropped and rolled, sending a pair of darts flying. A guard I hadn’t seen fell.

      I scanned the room, searching for signs of anyone else I might have missed. The room was otherwise empty.

      When the bands holding the women were removed, I led them up the stairs.

      “This was you?” Talia whispered at the top of the stairs, noting the sellsword.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” she asked. We reached the end of the hall where I’d first entered. Davun moved slightly. I hoped he wouldn’t come at me when this was over. He was skilled enough that I’d probably have to kill him if he did.

      I glanced down the street and led Talia and the two other women with me. As we disappeared down an alley, she pulled on my arm, forcing me to stop.

      “Why, Galen?” she asked.

      “You’re my friend.”

      “That’s the only reason?” she asked.

      “Talia—”

      She stood on her toes, not waiting for the answer, and leaned toward me, kissing me softly. “Thanks.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we reached Carth’s healing center, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t what I saw. Carth stood in the street with a shadowed figure next to her, dressed in a cloak much like mine. Chains bound his hands, but he stood with a straight back, staring defiantly at Carth.

      “Carth,” I said with a nod.

      Carth took in Talia and the other two women, motioning for them to leave. The two women disappeared into one of the nearby buildings, leaving Talia with Carth. Then Carth turned to me and tipped her head in a nod. “Galen of Elaeavn. You are dressed differently than when I last saw you.”

      “You were expecting me,” I noted.

      “You were seen coming.”

      I glanced at the rooftops, once a place I thought my own, but now I wondered how many knew them as well as I did. How many of Carth’s Binders wandered the skies as I did?

      “And him?”

      Carth glanced to the Hjan. “He was hired for a job. He failed.”

      The man snorted. “You would be best not to—”

      Carth jerked on the chains binding him. “I think we can agree that you violated the accords when you accepted this job.”

      He fell silent but turned his attention to me. “Heln?”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry.” I wasn’t, but didn’t really know what else to say to the man.

      “Which poison did you use?” Carth asked.

      “Terad.”

      The other Hjan started to smile.

      “And a knife in his chest.”

      The smile faded and Carth laughed softly. “I think all have underestimated you, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      “You said I was the Farist in your game of Tsatsun,” I reminded her.

      Talia chuckled. “The Farist? Surely he deserves more credit than that, Carth,” she said.

      “I seem to remember telling you that you had become the Tsa.”

      Talia looked at me appraisingly and nodded.

      “What happens now?” I asked Carth. “Why has this all been about a ledger?”

      I didn’t tell her that Orly had asked me to retrieve it, but I suspect that I didn’t have to.

      Carth reached into her pocket and pulled out a slender book. “This contains information that could be… disturbing to certain members of your city council, as well as dozens of others within the city.”

      “That’s all that this has been about?” I asked. “Orly wants a way to coerce those in power? Why would he even think that would work?”

      “Because it worked for Benahg.”

      I suddenly understood how Benahg had managed to rise so quickly to power. I knew little of Benahg, only of his unusually fast rise in Eban. “And Benahg acquired the ledger?”

      Carth’s eyes flashed with a hint of anger as she nodded.

      “And Orly thinks to do the same,” I said. Was that all that Orly wanted? Had this only been about acquiring power? “And the ledger? I take it that it’s something of the Binders?”

      “As I’ve told you, Galen of Elaeavn, I work with information. Such information is valuable and dangerous. Now you see why.”

      Now that Carth had it back, I wondered what would happen next. I didn’t expect her to do what she did.

      She tossed the book to me.

      “You will watch it for now,” she said.

      I caught it out of the air and examined the leather cover. There was nothing that would make it appear out of the ordinary, nothing other than what it obviously contained inside.

      “Why me? What if I decide to use the information inside?”

      “From what I have seen, Galen of Elaeavn, I think that unlikely.”

      I looked to Talia as I slipped the book into my pocket. “Why not Talia?”

      Carth focused on Talia and shook her head. “She was responsible, but now I think that it is time for Talia to depart,” she said.

      Talia looked at me, sadness turning her eyes. “I’m sorry, Galen.”

      I reached for her and she allowed me to take her hands. I held her for a moment, and then leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “I wish…”

      I couldn’t finish. I didn’t really know what I wished, only that we had more time to find out what might have been. Instead, I was left with a friend.

      She pressed a finger to my lips. “I wish, too.”

      Talia released my hands and stepped away, and then disappeared into the building.

      “What of you?” I asked Carth.

      She smiled, flashing her teeth at me. “I think you were hired for a job, Galen of Elaeavn. It is time you collect.”
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      Orly lurched to his feet when I entered the tavern. The men along the walls, as well as the Neelish sellsword, all took a step toward me. None looked at me.

      All stared at Carth.

      She followed me into the tavern with empty hands. When Orly saw her, he nodded at the others around him, and they all relaxed.

      “You surprise me, Galen,” Orly said, taking a seat.

      I stood at the table, waiting for Carth to sit, before I did as well. “You hired me for a job.”

      Orly’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not the job—”

      “If I recall, you requested that I bring the slaver Carth to you. Now, I think you have the slaver part wrong, but this is Carth.”

      “I can see that,” Orly said. He picked up the dice on the table and shook them out. They came up Watcher’s Eyes.

      Carth glanced at them. “You will stop your foolish attacks in this city.”

      Orly ignored her. “You were hired to acquire a certain book.”

      “And I have.”

      “Where is it?”

      I smiled. “Someplace safe.”

      Orly scooped the dice off the table and shook them, sending them sliding again. Watcher’s Eyes. “That wasn’t the job.”

      “No? You told me to acquire the ledger, which I have done.”

      Orly flicked his eyes to a man along the wall. He disappeared.

      Carth leaned back in her chair, completely at ease. I wondered how much difficulty she would have if Orly decided to attack her. Not nearly as much as me, I suspected. She had managed to capture one of the Hjan twice. What I did required much less skill.

      “Interesting that you find this tavern as a place to hold your meetings,” Carth observed.

      Orly rolled the dice again. Again, he rolled the Watcher’s Eyes. Either the dice were weighted—a trick known by most gamblers—or, more likely, Orly somehow managed to influence the odds with the dice. I didn’t know the trick of it, and wasn’t sure that I cared.

      “Interesting that the Binders don’t control it or that it’s a tavern?” Orly asked.

      Carth smiled.

      Orly’s man returned, running back into the tavern and skidding to a stop. He leaned and whispered in Orly’s ear and flicked his eyes toward me.

      When he made his way back to the wall, I set my hands on the table. “This the way you plan to do business, Orly?”

      He stared at me, dice not moving in his hand.

      “I imagine your man told you how I went to your building. The men inside are dead. Well, not Davun. Someone needed to confirm what happened.” Let Orly think that the reason I had allowed Davun to live. “The sellswords posed little trouble,” I went on, shifting my gaze to the remaining Neelish sellsword behind Orly. I made a point of opening the cloak to reveal the sword I now carried. “And the women are free.”

      I leaned forward and the anger I felt at what Orly had done, not only to Talia, but his willingness to hurt other women simply to get to Carth finally bubbled to the surface.

      The dart held between my fingers rolled slightly. Terad tipped, like so many that I’d used today.

      Orly’s men leaned forward, ready to attack, but Carth sat up. The sudden motion caught their attention and they stopped.

      “You will not harm anyone I care about,” I whispered.

      Orly glanced from my dart to Carth, and then finally to me. “I thought you were a professional, Galen.”

      “I am.”

      “Yet you failed.”

      “No. You asked for Carth. I have her with me. You requested the ledger, and I have that as well.”

      “Where is it?”

      I shook my head. “That wasn’t the job. You told me to acquire it, which I did.”

      No one spoke for a moment. Then Orly nodded to a different man who stepped forward and set a bag of coins on the table.

      “Your payment. You may leave.”

      “I think not,” I said. “You see, I promised Carth of C’than safe passage. If you wish to challenge me,” I went on, looking at the men around the tavern, “consider whether you want to see if you can fare better than Heln of the Hjan. I left him lying in a house near the Brite Pot if you’re interested. And two of these sellswords were little trouble.” I made a point of showing a menacing smile as I nodded to the man standing behind Orly.

      Orly sniffed softly. “You have neglected something.”

      I tipped my head, waiting.

      “There was another of the Hjan,” Orly went on.

      Carth leaned forward and scooped the dice out of Orly’s open palm faster than he could react. She shook them absently. “Yes. The accords should have prevented their presence here, but I suspect you knew that, didn’t you?”

      He said nothing.

      “Without the accords, Eban is no longer neutral. And you’ve attempted to disrupt the Binders. A bold move,” she said. She cupped her hands together. “Do you play Tsatsun?”

      Orly nodded to the dice. “I prefer dicing.”

      She shook the dice in her hands again. “Yes, dicing. A game of chance, is it not?”

      “For some.”

      She smiled. “Some. In my land, Tsatsun is a game that requires some skill. Your opponent makes a move, and then you, back and forth, each trying to counter the other.” She glanced at me. “Many pieces are in play, but there is one that can be used by both.”

      I had a sinking feeling that she was about to call me the Tsa again and reminded myself to learn how to play Tsatsun if I managed to survive.

      “I believe you call that the Stone,” Orly said.

      “So you do play,” Carth commented. “I thought you might.”

      Orly met her eyes. “The Stone can be pushed but not moved directly.”

      “Indeed. An important piece, and one that usually decides the entire game. Many feel the strongest pieces can push the Stone the best, but I’ve found that using smaller influence is often best.”

      Orly’s eyes narrowed.

      Carth spread her hands and rolled the dice across the table. “Now if you’d prefer to dice, I would be happy to oblige.”

      I glanced down. They came up Watcher’s Eyes.

      Orly didn’t take his eyes off Carth.

      “This is done now, yes?” she asked.

      Orly looked around the tavern and then his eyes settled on Carth. “I believe I would like to play Tsatsun with you, Carth of C’than,” he said carefully, “another time.”

      She nodded and set her hands on the table as she stood. “I would enjoy that, I think.”

      I grabbed the bag of coins and stood. Taking the dart I rolled between my fingers, I flicked it at the sellsword faster than he could react. The man fell silently to the ground.

      The others started toward me, but Orly raised his hand, stopping them.

      “I don’t have many friends, and you will not harm them,” I said.

      As I turned to leave, I overheard Carth. “Sometimes the Stone can push back.”
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* * *

      Check out book 2 of The Sighted Assassin: The Forgotten
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      It was to be a routine assassination. And it was... until he saw her.

      Exiled from his homeland, the assassin Galen never thought he would return, but when he decides to help the beautiful woman he’s been hired to kill, he must face not only an assassin more dangerous than himself, but also his past.

      Returning her to Elaeavn requires all the skills he’s gained in his time away as he becomes involved in a plot much bigger than a single exiled Forgotten. He can’t go home, but for her he’ll try, even if it means working with old enemies and revisiting a past he wants forgotten.
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* * *

      Want to read more about Carth? Check out her beginning in Book 1 of The Shadow Accords trilogy: Shadow Blessed
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      The A'ras of Nyaesh have a terrifying reputation: skilled swordsmen, owners of powerful magic, and ruthless killers. When they kill her parents, Carth discovers her father has trained her for shadow magic she never knew she possessed.

      She must use those skills to stay alive, discover a way to find answers, and avenge her parents if she can. Only the discovery of a greater threat than the A'ras forces her to risk herself for new friends and a home she never wanted but now can’t imagine losing.
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