
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Assassin’s End

      The Sighted Assassin

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      ASH Publishing

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Chapter 13
        

        
          Chapter 14
        

        
          Chapter 15
        

        
          Chapter 16
        

        
          Chapter 17
        

        
          Chapter 18
        

        
          Chapter 19
        

        
          Chapter 20
        

        
          Chapter 21
        

        
          Chapter 22
        

        
          Chapter 23
        

        
          Chapter 24
        

        
          Chapter 25
        

        
          Chapter 26
        

        
          Chapter 27
        

        
          Chapter 28
        

        
          Chapter 29
        

        
          Chapter 30
        

        
          Chapter 31
        

        
          Chapter 32
        

        
          Chapter 33
        

        
          Chapter 34
        

        
          Chapter 35
        

        
          Chapter 36
        

      

      
        
          About the Author
        

        
          Also by D.K. Holmberg
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by D.K. Holmberg

      Cover by Rebecca Frank

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      If you want to be notified when D.K. Holmberg’s next novel is released and get free stories and occasional other goodies, please sign up for his mailing list by going here. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    
    
      Darkness crept over the roofs of buildings, long shadows stretching along once-familiar streets as I made my way through Elaeavn cupping my pouch and darts close to my side, careful not to make any noise. The only sound was that of my breath in my ears and the pounding of my heart, enough that a Listener might know how to find me, but hopefully not any others.

      Cael walked next to me, her feet no louder than slippers on tile, a natural as she stalked through the darkness wrapped in a long wool cloak and now carrying a slender knife in one hand that fit her nearly as well as the cloak.

      “You’re too cautious,” she whispered to me.

      “I don’t like being here.”

      She laughed softly, the sound at once so sweet and surprising. A part of me still couldn’t believe that she had chosen to stay with me after returning to the city. I had wanted nothing more than to return her safely—and I had—but now that we were here… now I wished that I could be anywhere else.

      “This is your home,” she said.

      I shook my head. “This hasn’t been my home for more years than I wish to remember.”

      I used to think that I knew the course of my life. There was a time when I thought I would be a healer, not a Healer like Della, but at least one who would be able to help the people of my homeland. A single mistake changed all that, left me exiled from my home. Forgotten. And now I had returned.

      A different person returned to Elaeavn than the one who had left. Forced to leave, really. The person who left wanted to learn how to heal, how to use plants and medicines to take illness from those who suffered. The person who returned had learned to twist that knowledge and turn it against them. I had taken the knowledge that Della had so freely offered, and Isander had tainted it.

      “This is still your home,” Cael whispered.

      We stopped along a wide street in what was called Lower Town, the poorer part of the city, and a place where I felt most comfortable after my years living outside of Elaeavn. When I had been here, I hadn’t realized the graft and corruption within Lower Town. Criminals and thieves weren’t the kind of people Della served. She was a Healer, gifted in ways that I still didn’t understand, and helped countless people, so many without the ability to pay. Only, it had been the one who had the means to pay who had changed the course of my life.

      “My home is wherever you are,” I said to her.

      She leaned toward me, rising on her toes to do so, and kissed me gently on the cheek. “We’re both exiles now, Galen.”

      Exiles, but of a different sort. Cael had chosen exile in order to be with me, whereas I had been forced from the city. I wonder if I would make the same choice were our places reversed… but knew that I would. She hadn’t needed to Compel me to convince me to help, though, with her gifts, it wouldn’t have been difficult for her to have done so. I had never met someone as gifted as her.

      “You can still return,” I said.

      Her brow furrowed, an expression I had come to recognize as concern sweeping across her eyes. “I don’t know that I can. My father… you don’t know him the way that I know him.”

      I considered my brief experience with her father. As one of the Elvraeth council, he had made a point of telling me how little he thought of his daughter staying with me. More than that, he had made a point of sharing what he would do to keep me away from her. What must he think now that she had chosen to stay with me?

      She leaned up and kissed me on the cheek again. “Come on.”

      We pushed open the door to the tavern. Warmth radiated from it in a way that taverns in Eban never did. There, they were cold and dirty places, little more than a front for prostitution. I knew those taverns well. Not for the prostitution, but for the people and information that could be gleaned there.

      A musician played in the back of the tavern, and I studied him. Experience had taught me that musicians could be more than they appeared, sometimes dangerously so. This one seemed little more than a flutist, his lively dance lifting the mood.

      My eyes darted around, settling on the massive hearth. Fire glowed within, pushing back the chill of the night. Decorations—surprisingly all seemingly made of the rare metal lorcith and all exquisite creations—rested on the mantle, so out of place for a tavern like this in Lower Town. They would be out of place anywhere in the city other than the palace.

      Within the tavern, I counted seven people. Two appeared to work in the tavern: one pale-eyed man who moved quickly between tables, carrying ale, and another younger woman with sharp features who watched him. The tavern must be hers, I decided.

      In Eban, most taverns belonged to women. The Binders ran the taverns—and the prostitutes—as they gathered information. Elaeavn didn’t have such trade in flesh, but that didn’t mean there weren’t similarities.

      An interesting question came to mind: Would Carth have reached Elaeavn?

      I hadn’t thought of her in months. It had been that long since she had last come through Eban. Each time she did, she paid me a visit, usually leaving a pouch full of supplies and fresh darts. I never knew if it was payment for services that I still owed, or if it was for what I had already done. It probably didn’t matter either way. If Carth intended to use me, there wasn’t much that I would be able to do about it anyway. It wouldn’t surprise me if she could reach me even here in Elaeavn.

      Lorst sat at a table, staring at the door. He had looked up when we entered and set his mug of ale down. Both hands rested on the table next to it, but I had learned that with him, that didn’t matter.

      “Come on, Galen,” Cael urged.

      I let her pull me forward, and we stopped at the table in front of Lorst. “Della said that we’d find you here,” Cael said.

      “She shouldn’t have told you about this place,” Lorst said.

      The woman sitting next to him punched him in the shoulder. I considered a moment. She had dark brown hair that hung to her shoulders, a sharp nose that seemed turned slightly up, and deep green eyes that took in more than I would have expected. Sighted, then. A flower hung in a necklace, a beautifully designed piece of work that likely would have cost more than I earned with a few jobs. Considering the way she looked at Lorst, I wondered if he’d stolen it for her. His ability to Slide would have let him get in and out of anywhere. Walls didn’t—and wouldn’t—restrict him.

      “Yes, well, Della seems to think that we need to work together,” I told Lorst. When Della had shared that with me, I hadn’t been happy. This was the man who had nearly killed me—and Cael. And now I was supposed to find a way to work with him?

      “I disagree.” Lorst moved, appearing to flicker as he did, and suddenly stood next to me. “You can return to Eban, Galen. I’ll make sure to get you back.”

      “There’s nothing for me in Eban. Not anymore.” Even were I to go back, I had betrayed Orly. He had resisted placing a price on my head for years because I was valuable to him, but that had changed the moment I betrayed him. I had wondered why this time was different, but learning what Cael possessed, I thought that I understood. He wanted the crystal even though as one not of Elaeavn, there was nothing that he would have been able to do with it.

      “There’s nothing for you here, either,” Lorst said.

      I glanced at Cael. “There’s her.”

      Her deep green eyes surged. I wondered if she Read me. Once I had thought that my mental barriers were strong enough that no Readers would be able to crawl past them, but then I met her. Not only had she managed to get past my mental barriers, she had done so with such ease. And I didn’t care. Not any longer. Before we had returned to Elaeavn, I had left my barriers down, both because it didn’t matter with her and because I had nothing to hide.

      An older man with short, close-cropped gray hair bounced out from behind a door I suspected led to the kitchen. He carried a pair of mugs in his hands and a wide smile spread across his face. For a moment, I thought his pale green eyes flashed a brighter green, but then it was gone, faded as if it were never there.

      “Welcome to the Wretched Barth,” he said.

      I nodded. “The tavern came highly recommended.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh? And may I ask who recommended it to you?”

      “A Healer by the name of Della.”

      The muscles in the man’s cheeks twitched as he smiled. It was a forced smile. “If Della sent you, then you’re especially welcome.” He made a point of looking at Cael, studying her with an intense gaze. Again, I thought that his eyes flared a darker green but wasn’t sure if I had imagined it.

      I took the offered ale, and he smiled. “You know Rsiran?”

      I glanced at the woman sitting next to Lorst. “I know Lorst.”

      “Brusus,” Lorst warned softly.

      I stiffened. That was a name I recognized from my time before, a man who was well known in Lower Town. Brusus was dangerous, connected, in spite of the fact that he had little ability, and likely would know that Cael was Elvraeth.

      “What is it?” Brusus asked. He kept his eyes on me. He must have noticed that I’d recognized his name.

      “This is Galen.”

      Brusus’s eyes narrowed. “He should not be here.”

      Damn.

      My hand went to my pouch, and I palmed a pair of darts, already rolling them in between my fingers. These were coxberry tipped. A sedative, and one that would give me plenty of time to get away if needed. Without knowing what I might face, I didn’t want to risk something more deadly like terad, especially since Della had sent me here.

      Lorst flickered, colors swirling around him.

      He reappeared behind me.

      Damn.

      I’d come to the tavern thinking that I could find him. Della had pointed me here, and I hadn’t thought twice about the fact that Lorst would have friends here in Elaeavn, those who would be like him. Dangerous men.

      I shouldn’t have brought Cael with me, but then, I doubted that she would have remained behind.

      “Galen,” she said, pulling on my arm.

      I stepped back, pushing her with me. “Be ready,” I said to her. “Might need you to work your tricks too.” I said the last quietly, knowing that with her Elvraeth abilities, she would hear pretty much everything that I said. Even without them, she’d probably know, connected as she was to me.

      “Galen,” she said again, this time with more urgency.

      I flicked my gaze to her and saw a pained look on her face. Tears pooled in the corner of her eyes. She started to drop to her knees, and I grabbed for her, spinning as I did, sending my darts at Lorcith and then Brusus.

      Anger bubbled within me.

      Someone—or something—attacked Cael.
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      Lorst shimmered and reappeared next to Brusus. My dart for Lorst had missed, but the one aimed at Brusus had struck home. As Lorst shimmered again, I flicked another dart, this time at the woman. I’d rather have them all out, and then I could figure out how to deal with Lorst. Later I would explain to Della what happened.

      The problem was, I wasn’t sure who was responsible for what happened to Cael.

      I had to prop her up, barely keeping her standing. Somehow, I had a sense of the pain she felt. I still didn’t understand how but figured it was something that had happened as we brought the crystal back to Elaeavn.

      Lorst Slid the woman away and reappeared in the blink of an eye. Now it was only he and Brusus, and Brusus was out from the coxberry dart sticking out of his arm.

      Others in the tavern had fallen silent. Most had dropped to the floor and cowered there. The flutist continued to play, his lively march a striking contrast to everything else.

      I sent another pair of darts toward Lorst, but didn’t expect either of them to strike. The last time I’d faced him—really faced him—I barely had managed to hit him. Luck only had saved me.

      He Slid, and when he reappeared, knives appeared as if from nowhere and surrounded me, suspended in the air by invisible hands.

      Lorst stood across from me, his eyes narrowed in a dark glare. “Della didn’t send you, did she?”

      I shook my head. “She did—”

      “Then you come to my place and attack my friends?”

      The door to the kitchen opened, and the other woman I’d seen poked her head out. When she saw Brusus lying on the ground, she gasped, “Oh.”

      “Get back, Alyse,” Lorst said.

      “Rsiran?” the girl said.

      “Back.”

      The door closed, leaving Lorst staring at me.

      I didn’t dare move for fear of what might happen with the five knives all around me. It wasn’t so much myself that I feared for. I worried about what would happen to Cael if I were careless.

      “Did you kill him?” Lorst asked, motioning to Brusus. His voice was barely contained rage. The knives around me shimmered, and I worried that he might send them at me out of anger.

      How had I ever managed to get past him the first time?

      Damn, but I had thought that I was a dangerous assassin. Lorst had me bested, and it had nothing to do with the fact that he could Slide. If he had control like this over metal… it made him dangerous.

      I decided to be honest with him. “Coxberry. A sedative. Give it an hour. Maybe less, depending on the person.”

      The tension in Lorst’s shoulders faded. “I know of coxberry.”

      If he worked with Della—my replacement, I suspected—then, of course, he would know of coxberry. It was one of the first herbs that Della had instructed me with. There were many uses, and not all of them required someone to be struck by a dart. Helpful in injuries, especially fractures, to calm someone before setting the bones.

      “Why did you attack?” Lorst asked.

      “You attacked first.” Cael stood next to me, her body stiff. The pained expression in her eyes had faded, finally easing. “What did you do to her?”

      Lorst grunted in a laugh. “What did we do to her? Maybe you should ask your friend about her attack on us.” He turned his hard expression onto Cael. “You’ll find that we’re not so easy to Read. And Compelling… well, that’s something else entirely,” he said darkly.

      “Cael?” I asked.

      “I…” she started, “I thought that I could find out what they intended with you,” she murmured. “That one,” she motioned to Lorst, “his barriers are like nothing I’ve ever encountered. When I attempted to reach his woman, that’s when pain shot through me.” She took a deep breath. “It wasn’t them, Galen. It was me. They have some sort of defense against Reading.”

      Such a defense would be incredibly useful to discover. I was less concerned about someone attempting to Compel me. There weren’t many with such an ability that I’d ever met, but if it could also protect against Reading… that would give me peace of mind, especially in Elaeavn. I’d been away long enough that I no longer kept my barriers in place as naturally as I once had.

      I raised my hands palm outward. “Truce,” I said.

      The knives quivered in the air a moment, and then Lorst pulled them back to him, collecting them quickly and then stuffing them back into his pocket.

      “Fine. And if Brusus doesn’t wake, know that I will hunt you down.”

      The edge to his voice carried heat to it that left me with little doubt about what he would do if Brusus didn’t awaken. “Coxberry,” I said again.

      Lorst motioned to the table. “Sit. We’ll talk until he wakes, then.”

      Cael nodded to me, and we took seats at the table. I held onto the edge of the seat, feeling a lot less certain than I had been with Cael before. I was confident in my abilities and had been confident in the fact that Cael would be able to protect me when my abilities failed. With Lorst, I had no such confidence.

      “Where did you take Rsiran?” I asked.

      Lorst gave me an amused smile. “Rsiran?”

      “The woman. Where did you take her?”

      “My smith.”

      Smith. I took in the exquisite sculptures on the mantle and the knives that he had controlled, and thought that I understood. “You’re a blacksmith.”

      He nodded.

      “What are you doing in Lower Town?”

      “What’s wrong with Lower Town?” he asked.

      “Nothing, but in my time in Elaeavn, the smiths all stayed as close to Upper Town and the money there as possible.”

      Lorst’s face darkened. “Yes. Well, things have changed since you were last in Elaeavn, Galen.”

      Cael reached for my hand under the table, and I glanced at her. Something made her nervous, but I didn’t know what it might be other than what I could sense from her.

      “How did a smith end up as an assassin in Cort?” I asked.

      “What makes you think I’m an assassin?”

      I laughed. “When stories about Lorst reach me in Eban, I would say that you are well known.”

      “Yes. The assassin Galen. A man of Elaeavn quite well-known outside the city.”

      “And here I’ve tried to keep to myself.”

      Lorst smiled darkly. “A fine job that you’ve done.”

      “And Lorst of Cort?”

      Lorst sniffed. “Lorst is a creation. A name that I assumed so that I could draw out a greater target.”

      “A greater target?” I repeated. “Orly?”

      Lorst grunted, somehow making it sound like a laugh. “Orly might seem like a big enough target to you in Eban, and in some ways, had it not been for Orly, we would never have learned of the crystal. I don’t know what he wanted with it, but he couldn’t be allowed to possess it.”

      “I wasn’t going to let him have it,” I said.

      “Yes. About that. I didn’t know that you intended to return it to the city. I thought—”

      “You thought I would sell it.”

      He shrugged. “I have some experience with others of the Forgotten.”

      I frowned and glanced around the tavern. The people who had been hiding under tables had come back out and sat drinking or dicing again. All made attempts to avoid looking our way. The musician continued to play, his flute dancing in a steady tune.

      The woman came back out from the kitchen, and her mouth turned into a tight frown when she saw Brusus still down. She hurried over to him and swept her hand across his forehead. “What happened to him?”

      “Nothing permanent,” I said. “Your man will be fine in another thirty minutes.”

      The woman—Alyse, I think Lorst had said—looked up at him, and he nodded. “He studied with Della.”

      She went to the back of the tavern and disappeared for a moment before returning with a pillow. I was surprised that Brusus had endeared himself to someone as he appeared to have. This was a man who had stolen from countless people in Lower Town. He was a man known to use people for what he wanted.

      “What do you mean that you’ve had some experience with the Forgotten?” I asked.

      Lorst frowned. “Only that.”

      I glanced at Cael. I had been outside of Elaeavn for years but had never encountered many others who were Forgotten like myself. There were others descended from Elaeavn, but who had lived outside the city for their entire lives. Most had limited abilities. Had they been raised in Elaeven, they’d be pale-eyed like Brusus and would have managed nothing more than the weakest abilities.

      “I haven’t met many other Forgotten.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Why would you need to create an identity?” I asked.

      Lorst frowned at me and then shook his head. “You really know nothing, don’t you, Galen? You who’ve lived outside the city, experienced more than most who venture beyond the borders of Elaeavn, is nearly as naïve as those who never leave.”

      I touched my pocket, running my fingers across the darts. I had never thought of myself as sheltered, but that was what Lorst implied. I had studied with Isander and traveled to many of the great cities before heading to Eban on my own, beginning my career as an assassin there. And still, I had no idea what he meant.

      “Who did you think wanted the crystal?” Lorst asked.

      I glanced at Cael, but she shook her head. “I couldn’t discover what he wanted. I barely managed to get it back.”

      Lorst shot her a look. “Back?”

      “I’m the reason the crystal was lost,” she said. “During my Saenr.”

      “Yes. We know that. Tell me, what did you see?”

      She frowned but surprised me by answering. She hadn’t even told me much about what had happened with the crystal and how she had come to end up in Eban with it. “The Saenr is a celebration for the Elvraeth. A rite of passage. I was brought to the room and saw the crystals. One of them… called… to me. When I took it—”

      “You saw the Great Watcher,” Lorst said.

      Cael gasped softly. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve held one of the crystals. I didn’t lose it when I did.”

      “How could you have reached one of the crystals? You are not Elvraeth. Only the Elvraeth are allowed access—”

      “Only the Elvraeth think they have access,” Lorst said. “But the crystals don’t allow just anyone to hold them. That is the power they possess. Even among the Elvraeth, isn’t that right?”

      Cael nodded. “From what my father tells me, few understand why all the Elvraeth aren’t able to hold them. But for those who do, they’re changed. And they’re the among the only ones eligible to sit among the council.”

      “I didn’t know that, but it makes sense,” Lorst said. “There’s something about your bloodline that’s important.” He had taken on a more conversational tone, and I watched him, realizing how little I knew about him. Here was a man of such raw power that he could defeat me almost without moving, and I considered myself a dangerous assassin. I wondered what would happen were he to face off against Carth. “The watcher’s blood,” Lorst went on.

      “And you have the watcher’s blood?” I asked.

      “I didn’t think so. I went to the crystals wanting to understand why the Forgotten and Venass wanted them. When I reached them, and found what they were, and the power that they allowed, I understood.”

      Venass. There was a term I’d heard before, but the last time had been when I’d been tangled up in the business with Carth. Why would Lorst know about them?

      “What happened when you held the crystal?” Cael asked in a whisper.

      Lorst leaned forward. “The same as you, I suspect. I saw the Great Watcher, sat next to him, as he gave me a vision.”

      “What vision?” Cael asked.

      I wondered what vision she had when she held the crystal. Whatever it had been, she hadn’t shared with me.

      Lorst didn’t get the chance to answer.

      Brusus started to stir, waking with a start. He looked to me, and then Lorst. “What happened, Rsiran?”

      “Rsiran?” I asked.

      Lorst smiled at me. “Haven’t you been paying attention, Galen? I told you that Lorst was the name I took for a purpose, but it’s not my name. Not my real name, at least.”

      “You’re Rsiran,” I said, suddenly realizing how very little that I understood. In that, he had been more right than I knew.

      “That’s me. And now that you know, Galen, I still want to know what Della thinks you can do that will help.”

      As I sat there, I decided there might not be much I could do that would help.
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      The sea held the same salt that I remembered from my youth, mixed with the stink of fish and the filth of Lower Town. As I stood along the shores, I realized how little I had missed Elaeavn. Eban had never been all that much better, but there was a peace to be had moving along the rooftops, and an understanding between those who would move in the shadows and those who preferred the daylight. After all the time away from Elaeavn, I knew which was me.

      “This was a mistake,” I said.

      Cael crouched on the shores, staring out at the water. As one of the Elvraeth, likely she had rarely been down to the shore. Few of the Elvraeth ever left the palace, let alone made their way down to Lower Town. “It’s my fault. You came because of me.”

      “That wasn’t the mistake.”

      She faced me, the falling sunlight spilling across her face, and I knew that I could do nothing more than what she asked of me. I would stay here in Elaeavn if that were what she wanted, or I would leave, travel throughout the world, even back to Eban if that were what it required.

      “I’m sorry to pull you back into this.”

      I chuckled. “This? This wasn’t anything that you did.”

      I still didn’t understand everything that was taking place in Elaeavn. More than I had ever imagined. And somehow Lorst—Rsiran, I guess was his real name—was in the middle of it all.

      “They mentioned the Forgotten,” Cael said.

      I sniffed. “I’m Forgotten.”

      She shook her head. “When we returned to the city, and I went to my father, seeking your pardon, but he wouldn’t listen, I didn’t understand at first. I thought that he was angry, that all he wanted was to keep you out of my life, but his anger is deeper than that. He feared you, Galen.”

      “I haven’t done anything to make him fear me,” I said. “Other than wanting to be with you, but why should he fear me for that?”

      “That’s not what he fears. There is something about you—not just you, but the Forgotten—that he fears. I don’t understand, but when Lorst mentioned the Forgotten, I knew there had to be a connection.”

      I shook my head. When we had returned, and then I had been rescued from Ilphaesn by Lorst, I thought that we would end up working with them. I thought that we would need to, especially with what had happened when Lorst had battled the other Slider, but that hadn’t been the case. Until Della had sent us to the tavern, I hadn’t seen Lorst again.

      “Whatever they’re involved in is greater than me,” I said.

      Cael took my hand. “It’s greater than all of us. Greater than them, too, I think. That’s the reason Della wanted your help. When I went to her, suggesting that she find a way to rescue you from the mines, I caught a glimpse of something with her.”

      “You Read Della?”

      Della was unique, and unlike most who lived in Lower Town. She was capable in ways that few others ever managed. Not only did she possess an ability with Healing, but I think she could Read as well. Few other than the Elvraeth were gifted with more than one ability, but Della certainly was, and strongly at that.

      More than that, Della knew things. Not only about healing, and about herbs and medicines, but she had an understanding about things that extended beyond what one would expect from someone confined to Lower Town.

      “I didn’t Read her. You can’t Read one of the Elvraeth the same way you can Read others, Galen, especially those who have held the crystal.”

      “Like Lorst,” I said. I still couldn’t think of him as Rsiran. It was a strange name, but carried with it the hint of the smith guild, as if the guild themselves named him.

      Cael’s eyes narrowed. “And Lorst,” she agreed. “He shouldn’t be able to reach the crystal, Galen. I don’t know much about it, other than that I was only given access because of the Saenr, but he somehow managed to reach it.”

      “There’s more to Lorst than I ever realized.” The floating knives were a testament to that. I’d only seen something like that one time before, and that had been when Carth secured her truce with Orly in Eban. There were assassins with her, men from a place called Hjan who had been nearly more than I was able to overcome. “Just like there’s more to Della.”

      “And this man Josun now possesses the crystal.”

      Light shimmered, and I quickly grabbed a pair of darts as Lorst appeared on the shore a dozen steps from me. “How did you find us?”

      He smiled. “I have my ways, Galen.”

      “Brusus has recovered sufficiently?”

      “As you promised. Della tells me he was never in any danger from coxberry.”

      “That’s why I use it,” I said.

      He stepped forward, shimmering slightly as he did. “But you’re an assassin.”

      I laughed. It was my turn to taunt him. “You really don’t know anything about me, do you, Lorst?”

      One of his knives floated into the air and spun as if an invisible hand held it. “Maybe neither of us knows all that much about the other.” He glanced at Cael, and then back at me. “But Della seems to trust you. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t trust you to do anything. You’re nothing more than an assassin.”

      I started to smile, and the knife spun toward me. “I’m the assassin who managed to beat you, didn’t I?”

      “Yes. That proves my point.”

      “And what point is that, Lorst?” I asked. “You’re the one who came into Eban—my home. You attacked Cael. You took Orly’s job. I would say that you’re little different than me.”

      His brow furrowed. Something that I said bothered him.

      “What is it that you’re all after?” I asked.

      “You know what we’re after.”

      “This is about more than the crystal.” Were it only the crystal, I’d probably help. The Great Watcher knew that I understood how important it was to gain control of the crystal, especially after what Cael had shared with me, but Lorst was into something worse than only the crystal.

      He looked up toward the palace. From here along the shores of Lower Town, the palace had some of the intended effect, making it almost seem to float above us. “There’s a struggle for power taking place, Galen. One that threatens this city.”

      I glanced at Cael, but she remained silent. She chose to watch Lorst, but said nothing. “Let me tell you a little bit about myself,” I told Lorst. “When I came to Eban, there were five different thief-masters, each wanting their control over the city. After I had taken a few jobs, there were four. Over time, fewer and few of the thief-masters remained until only Orly was left.”

      “Do you think you’re going to impress me with how you helped him gain power?”

      “No. I think to share with you that power is fleeting. Orly has power now, but he won’t always. He can’t. Someone will come along who might be more ruthless or who has better connections or maybe Orly simply gets sick and his territory falls apart. It doesn’t matter. It’s never mattered, not to me. There would always be another job. And eventually the winds would change, and the power would shift, and someone new would take over. That’s how these things work.”

      Lorst arched a brow. “You’re comparing Elaeavn to a simple thief-master?”

      “If you think Orly is simple, then you didn’t know him long enough.”

      “I didn’t know him at all. He put out a call for assassins. The name Lorst helped with that. I came to your Eban, and when I discovered just what it was that he wanted, I realized that I found what I’d been searching for.”

      Cael looked toward the water, avoiding Lorst’s eyes. More than that, she avoided my eyes. “How long have you been searching for the crystal?”

      “We knew when it went missing. I started searching for it, but something happened. Della lost track and the others…”

      “The Elvraeth?”

      “The Elvraeth don’t really guard the crystals, Galen.”

      I laughed. “No? Then who does?”

      This time, he laughed. “And you made fun of me for how little I know. You were exiled. Forgotten. But you were not one of the Forgotten.”

      My fingers pinched the darts, the irritation that I felt surging within me briefly. “Careful, Lorst. You know nothing about what it’s like to be exiled, sent from the only home that you ever knew.”

      “I know more than you realize. But that’s not the point. The Forgotten. Elvraeth exiled from the Elaeavn. Not those with simple abilities. They gathered, gaining strength, working together, with the intent to one day return.”

      “And that’s why this crystal was taken?”

      “The Forgotten were destroyed. Most of them, at least. A few remain, enough that they cause us trouble.”

      “Josun?”

      Lorst nodded. “Josun. I thought he was dead once. And now I can’t catch him to kill him.”

      “But you’re the great Lorst, assassin gifted with the ability to Slide.”

      “Yes. And he knows who I am. Nothing I do scares him. Worse, he’s gone to a darker place, one where he can learn about other abilities, those he should not possess.”

      I thought of the Hjan and their masters in Venass. Before Lorst had mentioned them, it had been years since I’d thought much about their assassins. Years since I remembered the terror that I’d felt facing them, the uncertainty whether I would make it out alive. They had more skills than I possessed. The only thing that had helped had been my Sight.

      Within Elaeavn, Sight wasn’t considered an especially potent ability. There were varying levels of Sight, some with little more than hyper acute vision, while others could see in darkness as well as if it were light. I fell on the latter end of the spectrum. There were Sighted more gifted than myself, but I’d trained myself to use that ability in ways that few of Elaeavn ever attempted. That was what had made me an especially skilled assassin.

      “Where has he taken the crystal?” I asked.

      Lorst frowned. “That’s the question we need answered. And I think I understand why Della wanted me to work with you. She trusts you, even after all these years.”

      I met his eyes and held his gaze. I could tell that he knew nothing—nothing—about what had happened with Della. I owed that woman more than a man like Lorst could ever understand, even though I hated that I had taken the knowledge that she’d given me and had twisted it in ways that made me a terrifyingly effective assassin.

      “I never gave her any reason not to trust me,” I said softly.

      Lorst held my gaze for a long moment and then looked away. He cleared his throat and pulled the knife back to his hand, stuffing it into his pocket. For all his posturing, there was a level of uncertainty about him that surprised me. When he’d said that Lorst was a creation for a purpose, I hadn’t expected that he had created everything about the name, but what if Lorst wasn’t even an assassin?

      It would change much of what I had thought of him. But then, it would explain much as well. I wouldn’t expect Della to have an assassin with her. Knowing what she thought of Isander, I doubted that she would have ever willingly kept someone like that too close.

      Which made it all the stranger that she’d allowed me back.

      “Yes. There is that.” He cleared his throat again. “We… I… need your help, Galen.”

      I glanced at Cael. She’d remained silent, staring at the waves as they crashed along the rocks, but the rigidity to her spine and the way she cocked her head to the side told me that she listened to everything that was said.

      “What kind of help? What do you need me for that you can’t do?”

      “I need someone with your particular set of skills. I need the assassin. You need to kill Josun Elvraeth.”
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      The morning sun crept up over the rocks, leaving streaks of color across the sky. I rarely saw the sunrise, and usually only when I’d been awake too late. This was no exception.

      The sounds of the city fell upon me, a vibrant cacophony of noise. Horses and carts making their way along the streets, blacksmiths starting their work, a few street vendors already trying to hawk their wares. All of it was familiar to what I experienced in Eban, though there a dark undercurrent seemed to hover over everything, tied to Orly or the Binders.

      But this wasn’t Eban. This wasn’t even Elaeavn. This was Asador, one of the great cities far to the north, sitting along the coast and nestled into a deep water harbor where hundreds of ships made their way in and out throughout the day, some coming in even now.

      Lorst had brought me—us—here when I had agreed to his job.

      The transportation, taking one step and traveling leagues, still amazed me. Distances were no limitation to a man like Lorst, and neither were walls. Were he a real assassin, trained as I had trained, he would be more deadly than he already was. Though were he a real assassin, I wonder if he would have put the same effort in that I had. With gifts such as he possessed, there must be the urge to rely on them too much. I’d seen men more skilled than me get simply outworked. That was something that I refused to allow to happen.

      “I don’t care for the smells,” Cael said.

      I took a deep breath. From the smells she referred to, I suspected we were near a slaughterhouse. The line of butchers, some with smoke trailing into the sky, made it even more likely. “You’d rather have stayed in Elaeavn?”

      “I’m glad that I’m with you,” she said.

      “You might not be before this is all over.”

      Her jaw clenched. In our time together, Cael had been exposed to much more than I suspected she ever had before. She had proven herself a strong woman, one unafraid of what might come to her, and more resourceful than I had ever expected. Without her, I might have died a handful of times.

      “As long as we stay away from them,” she said.

      She didn’t tell me, but the comment made it clear how much what had happened to her in the tavern had bothered her. She hadn’t been able to Read Lorst or the woman we’d discovered was named Jessa. Brusus had some ability that clouded her as well, though she hadn’t said much about him. It was Lorst and Jessa who had troubled her.

      “You think coming to Asador will be any safer?”

      She bit her lip as she peered around, shifting the cloak that hung heavy on her shoulders. “It’s not Eban at least.”

      I smiled. “There’s a certain allure in Eban.”

      She chuckled. “I remember the allure from where you found me. There were plenty of women with such allure.”

      “I’d say it was those women who got you to safety.”

      As they should. Orly might have tried to break up the Binders, but there would be only so much influence that he could have. I think some of the truce worked out between he and Carth revolved around the amount of influence he would be allowed. Less than he wanted, but probably more than any other had ever been granted.

      “You got me to safety, Galen. Never forget that.”

      When Lorst had told us where to start, I knew it had to be more than coincidence that it was Asador. Other than Eban, Asador was the only city where I knew a place to find information if I was willing to open myself to my past. I wasn’t sure I had much choice anymore.

      As we walked, I checked my pouch and began filling the tips of darts, separating them into coxberry tipped and terad tipped. I had a few other poisons I could use, but those had become my two standard choices. Coxberry when I was uncertain, and terad when I needed to ensure that someone wouldn’t get back up.

      “You can do that while walking?” she asked.

      “I can do it running if I have to.” When she frowned, I offered more explanation. I suspected she could Read me and reach for whatever information that she wanted, but there wasn’t any reason not to share with Cael, especially about this. “When I was exiled from the city and took up with Isander, he had certain tasks that he demanded of me. One was making sure I could protect myself at all times. I think he would have preferred I use knives like Lorst,” I said, smiling as I remembered the way that Isander had pushed me toward them, but there had been a perfect beauty to the darts, and I had gravitated toward them naturally. “But knives get expensive. Darts can be made with anything. And I know enough that I can find these toxins wherever I go.”

      We stopped at the docks. A dozen or more ships moored in the bay, all tied up with thick coils of rope holding them in place. Men and women hurried from ship to ship, loading or unloading. Crates and fish and people moved quickly, coming on and off the docks in something that seemed almost a pattern, or a dance. Children moved unnoticed, more than I’d seen in other cities. As I watched, more than one man had their purse lifted by one of the children.

      “You suffered,” Cael said when I remained silent, choosing our path through the city. I made my way along the dock road, heading north. If my directions were accurate, I was close.

      “Only when I did something stupid,” I answered.

      “How often was that?”

      “Pretty much every day.” Isander could be a hard teacher, but he expected excellence. Not only with knowledge—he expected me to know all the poisons we worked with, not only by sight or smell but also how they acted, recognizing the effects were they used on me. That knowledge had saved my life countless times. Many of the poisons that Isander taught me had antidotes. If I knew what was used on me, I would be able to find a way to counter it. Some, like terad, didn’t have much of an antidote, but there were other ways to survive.

      “I find it interesting that you don’t hate him,” Cael said as we stopped along a line of shops.

      A florist, one trading in the brightly colored flowers that came in pots off the ships, was two buildings away, its fragrances drifting down the street. Another, a seamstress with two dresses in the windows cut in a fashion that would have been risqué even in Eban, was across from us. Behind me was a candlemaker, the thick stink of melted wax heavy in the air already this morning. Other shops, many I couldn’t easily identify, surrounded us.

      “I can sense some of what you went through, though others of it are so deeply buried that I can’t fully understand. What I can tells me that you went through what I’d call torture. How many times did you nearly die?” she asked me.

      I smiled at the question. I could do that now. There was a time when I couldn’t. When I didn’t dare smile at what happened to me. Isander took smiles as weakness, though he took many things as signs of weakness. “Nearly a dozen with him,” I said.

      “And that doesn’t bother you?”

      I shrugged, turning my attention to the seamstress. Women came and went, most dressed more formally than the two dresses in the window. I smiled, thinking how perfect such a setting would be, and how different from what was found in Eban. But Asador was a different city than Eban, with different pressures. With the port here, and the people coming and going, the fashion here would be more important than in other places.

      “It bothered me once,” I said. “But what he taught me has saved my life more times than I can count. So I might have almost died while training with Isander nearly a dozen times, but it was the times I didn’t after I left him that mattered.”

      “He wouldn’t have let you die?”

      I had wondered about that. There had been a time when I thought that Isander would protect me from anything, even from myself, but then he didn’t. Had I not hoarded a stash of narcass, and had it on me when attacked during a “training” session, I would have died. Isander would likely have watched, and might even have mourned me, but he would not have saved me, not when it would have been my fault.

      “He didn’t,” I said.

      The door to the seamstress opened again, and a blond-haired woman hurried out carrying a bundle of dresses. Other than the dresses, only the flicker of green eyes made me notice her. Few outside of Elaeavn had green eyes, almost as if it were a trait that the Great Watcher had given our people alone.

      I considered following the woman. If she were of Elaeavn, and here in Asador, she might know something about the Forgotten still remaining in the city. And from there, I could find Josun. Maybe not directly, and not at first, but eventually.

      But there was no guarantee that the woman was even of Elaeavn. Or if she was, that she had been Forgotten. There were others of our kind born outside the city, those who had parents who were exiled, or who had left on their own, or were traders leaving the city—though such a thing was rare. No, finding someone with green eyes wasn’t the kind of lead that we needed.

      The group of women who’d entered the shop emerged again, heading away from the docks with arms laden with packages. I grabbed Cael’s hand and pulled her across the street, weaving around the horse and carriage that threatened to barrel us over, and stopped at the door to the seamstress.

      “Do you really think I need a new dress?” she asked.

      “Maybe one of those,” I suggested, pointing to the dresses in the window.

      “Would you like that?”

      I considered the low cut to the dress and the slender profile either would have on Cael. A hot flush worked through me. “I wouldn’t argue if you said you wanted one.”

      She laughed as we entered the shop.

      Rolls of fabric hung all around the walls. A corner of the shop seemed dedicated to lace and another to different colors of thread. I’d never seen anything like it.

      There were a few others in the store, and they glanced over as we entered.

      One woman came from the back, a long length of cloth hanging from her neck, numbers written upon it. She had dark hair, and her dress looked much like one of those from the window. She scanned the shop, and when her eyes alighted on me, they widened. A wide smile spread across her face.

      “Galen!”

      She threw herself on me and gave me a tight hug, relaxing slowly. Once, having her this close to me would have been more affection than I could imagine, and certainly more than I thought that I deserved, but that was before meeting Cael.

      I felt Cael tense next to me.

      “Talia,” I said, “it’s great to see you.”
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      I had known Talia since my earliest days in Eban. With her dark hair and easy smile, she cut a beautiful profile. The years since I last saw her hadn’t changed that about her.

      Much had changed for me. When we last saw each other—really saw each other—there had been a moment where I thought that something might come of us. And had I not been the person I was, and had Talia not been who she was, it was possible that it would have. Both of us knew that.

      Which made coming here and with Cael in tow all the harder.

      Talia whispered something to the women in the shop and then escorted us behind a curtain in the back. Behind it, there was nearly as much flourish as in the shop, with rolls and rolls of fabric, spools of lace, and massive amounts of thread. A few women sat busily sewing and hardly glanced up as Talia led us through.

      A simple door was set into the back of this part, and she motioned toward it. The other side was sparse: a narrow hall leading to three other doors and a stair. Talia stopped and turned to face me, almost as if making a point of not looking at Cael.

      “Why did you come here, Galen?”

      I glanced back at the shop. “A seamstress? I knew that you had talents, Talia, but would never have expected you to run a shop like this.”

      “The shop is legitimate, if that’s your concern.”

      “You know that it’s not.”

      She finally looked at Cael, eyeing her from her dress to the necklace she wore, and to the dark green eyes that Cael couldn’t hide. “There were many things I thought I knew,” she said. “I hadn’t expected Galen to settle, and for one of the Elvraeth at that.”

      “I didn’t settle, Talia.”

      She pulled her gaze off Cael. “No, I suppose that you wouldn’t.” She shook her head and squeezed her eyes tightly shut. “Why did you come here?”

      “I need the help of your resources.”

      “This isn’t a tavern, Galen. There are no Binders here.”

      “Maybe not a tavern, but the effect is the same, isn’t it? I saw the women coming and going. A place like Asador, a seamstress might find out as much as a tavern would discover in Eban.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “No? You don’t still serve Carth?” She had been the one to tell me how to find Talia.

      The corners of her eyes wrinkled, and her mouth twitched, only a little. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Carth is dead. The Binders are no more.”

      I nearly stumbled. “What?” When she nodded, I squeezed my eyes closed. I had planned on Carth being able to help me find Josun Elvraeth. If she was gone… “How would Carth have died?”

      I had never met a person so capable as Carth. She was what I imagined Lorst could be with the right training, and with enough time and experience. When I first had faced her, I think she played with me. I had never had the sense that I had been so easily handled as I had when working with Carth. For her to be dead… that meant that there was another out there with as much ability—or luck. The idea troubled me, especially given the reason we came to Asador.

      Talia shook her head. “I don’t know what happened. None of us do.”

      “Where did it happen?” I was surprised at how hard I took hearing of Carth’s passing. It wasn’t that Carth and I were close, but there had been a certain reassurance in knowing that someone like her was out there, especially knowing as I did that she was more like me than someone like Orly.

      “There are plenty of rumors about where it happened,” Talia said. “Some have said she died in Eban.” I arched a brow, and she raised her hands. “Not that I said that she had. I think you would have come for me sooner had that been the case. Other rumors have her dying in Asador, or Thyr, or Neeland, or Paichau, or—”

      “I get the picture,” I said.

      “With her, it’s hard to know what’s true,” Talia said.

      “Then how do you know she’s even dead?” I asked.

      Talia met my eyes. “Know that I do.”

      There would likely have been some form of communication between them, I suspect. And if that were compromised, then another form of communication, and possibly another. Knowing what I did of Carth’s women, it would difficult for something to have happened and none to have known. And Talia was as well established with Carth as any.

      “When did she die?” I should have heard something, shouldn’t I? But maybe I wouldn’t know. Before I’d left Eban, Orly would have no reason to share with me if he had heard, and my connections outside the city aren’t what they once had been.

      “There are plenty of rumors about that as well,” Talia said. “Tell me, Galen. If you didn’t come here because of Carth, what did bring you to Asador? I imagine it has something to do with the reason that you’re with one of the Elvraeth, but the Galen I knew wouldn’t have had anything to do with them.”

      “Things change, Talia.”

      “Yes,” she said. “They do.”

      I glanced over at Cael. She stood silently, but there was tension in her posture that she couldn’t hide, even if she were to want to, and I wasn’t sure that she did. I hadn’t told Cael about Talia, and honestly, there really hadn’t been a reason to do so. Talia and I had never been anything more than friends. There might have been a desire on both our parts for there to be something more, but the Great Watcher hadn’t put us in that position.

      There had been a time when I had wondered what might have happened had she remained in Eban. Would I have continued taking jobs, many for Orly, with Talia still there? Would she have continued to serve Carth, leading the Binders in Eban, or would our relationship have prevented that as well?

      In some ways, it had been better that we were separated. In others, I couldn’t deny the fact that questions remained with me about what could have been.

      “Why don’t I leave the two of you to talk,” Cael suggested when silence grew between us. “Mistress Talia, I would assume you have women who would be able to help me?”

      Talia nodded and poked her head out the door to say a few words. A younger woman appeared and waited for Cael. She looked from me to Talia and then went with the younger woman, leaving the two of us alone.

      How much of my thoughts had she Read? Enough that she understood the feelings I had for Talia? Enough to know that there was still a part of those feelings that was raw, a hurt that remained in spite of all the time that we’d been apart. She hadn’t only been someone I might have once had feelings for; Talia had been my friend. In Eban, I had precious few of them.

      “Galen,” she began softly, reaching a hand toward me before pulling it back. She touched her neck, shifting the scarf that I knew covered a long scar across her throat. That had been my contribution to her life. Had I not reached her in time, she would have died in the streets of Eban, one more person lost to the dark underworld. And I still didn’t know the reason that she’d been attacked that night. Carth had never shared, and I never had any reason to find out. “It’s… it’s good to see you.”

      I swallowed. The ache in her voice matched the one I still felt for her. “Talia.”

      “What is this? Why are you here with her?”

      How did I answer that question? Did I tell her everything that had happened, all the way to the crystal, or did I keep some of that information back? With Talia, she might know things that would help, but there was also the possibility that she would use what I told her. And I couldn’t blame her either way.

      “I went back to Elaeavn,” I started. Talia deserved the truth, or at least, as much of the truth as I could share with her. There would be things that I couldn’t share, and that might be fine too.

      “Is that where you met?”

      “Not there. She came to Eban. Orly put a price on her head.”

      “How much?”

      “Twenty gold.”

      Talia whistled softly and turned down the hall to one of the doors there. She pulled a key from her pocket and propped it open, holding it for me. “Twenty gold is more than most, isn’t it? What did she have?”

      “Something of value,” I said, pausing at the door. “Something that brought me to Asador in search of another from Elaeavn.”

      Her eyes twitched. It was subtle, but with my Sight I recognized it.

      Talia smiled softly. “Of course it did. There would have been no other reason for such a price on her otherwise. Have we gotten to this point, Galen, where you won’t even tell me what it was?”

      “I don’t know where we’ve gotten. You left me in Eban—”

      “You know that I had to.”

      “—and never returned. Carth came through a few times, and she always managed to visit.” Wherever she sourced the darts that she brought me, I didn’t know, but they were made with much more skill than I could ever replicate. My darts were finely made, but nothing like the exquisite darts Carth supplied. They flew nearly twice as far, and even at that distance, I managed to remain accurate.

      “She would have told you about me had you only asked.”

      “I asked,” I said softly. That was the reason that I knew to find Talia in Asador. Without Carth, I never would have known where to find her. In some ways, I hated that I did. Talia might be able to help, but what did I bring back for her? What memories did I pull to the surface for her by coming to her new home and disrupting what she’d made?

      Talia reached for me again but then pulled her hand back, her eyes darting down the hall toward the door where Cael waited. “How often, Galen?”

      “Every time.”

      She swallowed. “And you only come now.”

      “You know I couldn’t have come any sooner.”

      “Do I? Carth wouldn’t have forbidden it outside of Eban. In Asador, you and I could have—”

      “We could have what? What sort of life could we have managed? Me an assassin and you a spy? If we would have done anything else, would either of us have been happy?”

      Talia forced a smile. That much hadn’t changed. With her, when she faked a smile like this, it never reached her eyes, at least not to me. Talia could fake it with so many others, but she’d never managed to convince me.

      “No, I suppose we would not,” she said.

      The door opened, and light spilled out.

      With my Sight, I caught the soft glimmer of light reflected off of steel. I started to duck back, but Talia had something sharp pressed against my spine. “I’m sorry, Galen,” she said. “But with Carth gone, I’ve had to make a different way.”

      She pushed me into the room, where I was surrounded by men holding swords.
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      One of the advantages of my Sight was that it didn’t take long for my eyes to adjust to the change in the light. The hall outside the room was dark, with only a single lantern lighting its entirety. Inside this room, not only were there three lanterns, but a brightly burning hearth glowed, casting dancing flames that lit everything.

      Another door led out of this room and appeared to lead back into the street. Through the dirty glass, the shadow of a horse moved past. I pulled my attention back into the room, peering around me. Five men, three with swords, and two with crossbows. None had green eyes.

      Two of the swordsmen had that lean build and deadly stance of Neelish sellswords. I’d faced them a few times and so far had come out on the better side, but that had been one on one, never against two at the same time, and never while trying to avoid a crossbow bolt.

      Then there was Talia. She remained behind me, the sharp end of a sword or a long knife poking into my back but not pressing any harder. She held back. Maybe our history together would buy me enough time to get through this.

      I started toward my pouch, but Talia shoved the knife harder into my back.

      “Careful there, Galen,” she whispered into my ear. Her voice was breathy and smelled vaguely of mint, a scent that I never had associated with Talia before.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked her.

      She ignored my question and nodded to the man in the center. He had the longest sword and held it to the side, tip down, as if unconcerned that he faced an assassin. And considering the fact that I was surrounded as I was, with Talia standing behind me, he really had no reason to fear me anyway.

      “He came alone,” Talia said.

      “Are you certain about that, Deborah? Our thenar claims three came with Lareth.”

      “Only him. Why do you want him?” she asked.

      The man looked past me, to Talia. “That’s none of your concern, is it? You were to bring any from Elaeavn to us, which you did. For that, your shop remains open for the next month. Be thankful that we’ve offered that much of a reward.”

      “Oh, I am, Maldan.”

      The man lifted his sword, pointing it at me. “Bind him. Can’t have this one getting away. No telling what he might try.”

      “He’s from Elaeavn, Moldan. Not much that he’s going to try.”

      “You’d be surprised at how much those from Elaeavn are willing to try,” the man said. “Bind him.”

      Talia leaned close to me as she pulled my arms behind my back, yanking with a little more force than would be necessary. I tensed, having been tied up before—another lesson that Isander thought I should learn—and waited. Fighting right now would do me no good, especially as they seemed to want me alive. Then there was the fact that Talia had claimed I was the only one who had come.

      I could think of a few reasons for that. The first—and the one I honestly hoped was the real reason—was that Talia needed my particular set of skills.

      How hadn’t Cael known something about what was going to happen? With her abilities, she would have little difficulty Reading Talia, and might even have Compelled her. Only, if that were the case, why hadn’t she warned me?

      Which brought me back to the first possibility. Damn, I hoped that were true.

      Rope wrapped around my wrists, cinching tight. I could move them, but only a little. My cloak hung around my pouch, and I hoped that it remained that way, at least long enough to figure out what these men wanted and to find a way to get free.

      “He’s bound, Moldan. Now, I’d prefer that you leave my shop.”

      “Ah, Deborah,” he said, taking a step toward her, “you weren’t saying that last night, now were you?”

      When he stepped close enough, Talia moved the knife that she had pressed into my back and held it toward Moldan. “Try that shit again with me, Moldan, and see if your favorite parts stay where you like them.”

      One of the other men chuckled. “Careful there, Mol. You might find this job a bit more than you like.”

      “Or less,” one of the men holding a crossbow said.

      Moldan glared at Talia and then turned away. “She liked it well enough, boys.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, Moldan. But if you try it again, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He stared at her a moment. “Fine. We’re leaving. But you will still hold up your end of the bargain, Deborah. Any from Elaeavn and you send word.”

      “I did this time, didn’t I?”

      “Ah, keep telling yourself that you were the one who sent for me,” Moldan said, “when it was Bera who came for me.”

      One of the other men grabbed my wrists and marched me from the room and back into the street. I cast a glance back at Talia, wondering what I might be missing. Had Lorst known about this? But I didn’t think that was likely. He might have known that something happened in Asador, but how could he have known about my connection to Talia, or that I would come looking for her? That meant there was another reason.

      As we walked through the streets, I started to move my wrists against the bindings. It wasn’t the first time that I’d been tied like this. That had been another of Isander’s tests. Can you get free when tied with rope? What about chains? What about buried under three feet of dirt with nothing more than your hands to dig yourself out? Each of those were scenarios that Isander had played out. Unlike some of the others that he’d subjected me to, testing me with various poisons so that I could see if I could stay alive, I’d never had the opportunity to test whether I could get free when bound in rope. I figured if it came to that, I would be pretty close to dead anyway.

      We marched through Asador, away from the docks, moving at a brisk pace. I didn’t fight them, making my way along with them without saying anything. Watching Moldan as I went, I realized that he might lead them, but these weren’t men accustomed to working together. I’d seen plenty of crews in my time in Eban. Orly had two or three that worked together so well that they barely had to say something to each other. These men simply were on a job together, probably brought in for a price. Which meant that if needed, I could divide them. A group like this would have no loyalty, not like a team that spent any real time together.

      We crested a hill, and they turned north. The buildings were all brick or well-painted wood here. I saw no evidence of shops like we had when we first came into Asador. This was a reputable part of the city, and likely residential. After a while, we passed a few sprawling estates, tall stone fences rising around them, that would have rivaled anything in Eban. Men stood watch, though most made a point of trying not to appear as if they did. I’d seen enough soldiers and hired hands in my time to recognize the telltale signs: a trail of tobanash, or the ground more worn in places, or even the pause as they peered at us as we passed.

      Unlike I normally would, I met the eyes of each man, waiting for them to turn away. Those who didn’t told me more than those who did, and I counted nearly two dozen who were nonplussed by my presence. Either they were accustomed to men and women of Elaeavn coming through these streets, or—more likely—they were a part of whatever I’d been brought into.

      We stopped at a decorative iron gate, and Moldan rapped on it with his sword. Another man glanced through the gate, noting the five men surrounding me. “Only two escorts.”

      “That wasn’t the deal. We bring them, and—”

      “Two.”

      Moldan motioned to one of the men with a crossbow. “Rond. Come with me. The rest of you wait here.”

      That left the two Neelish sellswords outside the gate, as well as another man with a crossbow. If I escaped, then I might have to fight my way through here. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to face a pair of sellswords as well as risk the crossbow.

      I’d just have to find another way out.

      The gate swung open, and Moldan pushed me in front of him. I resisted a moment, but only a moment, as he shoved me. I timed it so that I bumped into him, slipping my hand into his cloak and reaching for a knife. All good soldiers carried a belt knife, and Moldan was no different. I slipped this along the sleeve of my cloak.

      “Try that again, and I’ll cut you,” Moldan said. “Now move.”

      Rond grabbed my arm and pulled, letting Moldan lead us, three other men flanking us, keeping their eyes fixed on us. With Moldan in front, I started to work the knife out of my sleeve and began cutting at the ropes. Not all the way through. I didn’t need to start fighting until I knew what I might face, but enough so that I had only to yank on them and they’d tear apart.

      They led me down a wide walk that led to the estate. Shrubbery on either side had been well-groomed, growing in neat rows. Small fruit trees grew on the other side. Moldan’s boots thundered off the stones, and I made an effort to make mine sound louder. If they didn’t know I had training, I wouldn’t reveal my hand too soon.

      We stopped at the door. Two of the three guards stood on either side of us, and the first stood at the door. A lot of faith these men had in themselves. Depending on how well-trained Moldan had been, he and Rond might be able to take out three guards together. With access to my darts, I had little doubt that I could take down three if needed, maybe all five. That gave me some hope for escape.

      The door opened, and I caught sight of another pair of guards. Beyond them, what at first appeared to be two servants moving up the stairs had a certain lazy speed to their movements that told me they were more than simply servants.

      I started considering ways that I could get myself free, not liking the odds the more men I encountered. This level of security was even more than Orly had ever employed, and he had been notoriously paranoid about someone reaching him.

      What had I gotten into?

      Curiosity as much as anything restrained me from acting too quickly.

      I hoped that Cael was unharmed, but seeing that Talia hadn’t divulged her presence, and the fact that she wasn’t with me, made it more likely that she was fine. Now if I could only get free and return to her, then I could confront Talia about why she had betrayed me, and maybe find out what she knew about Josun Elvraeth. Once I finished this job and helped Lorst get the crystal back, Cael and I could… What? Where would we go? Back to Elaeavn? Was that to be my home?

      I didn’t get a chance to keep thinking about it as the man holding my arm pulled me into the estate. I held my wrists together, not wanting to break the rope yet, and kept the knife concealed along my sleeve. With each step, I tried to calculate the best way to get free, thinking through the scenarios that would let me make it out of this alive.

      A woman swept down the stairs. With her dark hair and pale skin, she was lovely in the way that night could be lovely. She looked over at me, and the flash of green in her eyes told me all that I needed.

      This was the Forgotten Lorst had mentioned.

      The woman paused at the bottom of the stair and surveyed me for a long moment. A slow smile spread across her mouth, and she looked from Moldan to Rond, and then back to me. “You captured him?” she asked.

      “Did what you asked. Any of Elaeavn who come to Asador, you said you wanted us to bring to you.”

      “And this one? You managed to catch him yourself?”

      Moldan glanced at Rond, grinning. “You seem to think that your kind are hard to catch, my lady. This one came quietly enough with a knife in his back.”

      She stared at me, and though I kept the barriers up in my mind, I had the sense that she managed to crawl past them anyway. Damn, but I was getting tired of powerful Readers from Elaeavn crawling through my mind.

      “I think you misread the situation, Moldan. Let me see if I can provide any clarity. Does the name Galen mean anything to you?”

      Any hope of making it through here without a confrontation went out the door. Either she had Read me or she recognized me.

      “Galen?” Rond was the one who answered, his hand squeezing on my arm. His tone told me that he recognized my name.

      The woman smiled. “Yes. Galen. The assassin. And you brought him to my home.”
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      I decided that it was time to move.

      Snapping the ropes holding my wrists, I flicked Moldan’s knife at him, catching him in the chest. I didn’t even feel a hint of remorse. This was a man who had attacked Talia—regardless of her betraying me—and had the gall to brag about it.

      Rond tried holding onto my arm, but I jerked free and spun, dropping my elbow onto his upper arm, hearing a satisfactory crack as his arm split under the pressure.

      I grabbed a handful of darts and flicked them at the other men. Each was tipped with coxberry only. Until I knew what I was dealing with, I didn’t want to risk killing those who might have answers.

      The servants on the stairs pulled crossbows. I hit them with darts as well.

      They crumpled quickly.

      Boots scraped across wood, and I spun once more, flicking two more darts. These struck, and the man approaching went down.

      That left only the woman.

      She stood at the bottom of the stair, hand resting on the baluster, almost casually taking in everything around her. When I stopped, she smiled, her deep green eyes twinkling. “It seems you’re everything I was made to believe.”

      “What’s this about?” I asked.

      I clutched another five darts. I only had about a dozen remaining, and most would need to be refilled. From the widening of her smile, I suspected that the woman knew that. But did she know that I could refill them faster than blinking? The way her smile suddenly faded told me that she did now.

      “You brought me here. Why?” I demanded. I flashed the darts in my hand. “So far, these have all been tipped in sedatives. If I don’t get an answer, the next won’t be.” I stalked closer to her, waving the dart as I did. “Terad. Muscles stop working and you suffocate. Not a pleasant way to die.”

      Not that any way is actually pleasant, but terad was mostly painless, not like some of the other poisons I used. Srirach left a burning sensation, an awful way to go. Then there was bithr, a rare and caustic oil that caused necrosis of the skin, leading to a slow and brutal death. It was one I never used but had experimented on in my training. Under Isander, I had experimented with almost everything.

      “Do you really think I wanted you brought here?” she asked coolly. She took a step, and I noted the way light shimmered around her.

      Sliding.

      She might be more difficult to take out if it came to that, but I’d managed to figure out the secret of Sliding well enough to stop Lorst.

      “If not me, then who are you looking for?”

      “You wouldn’t understand, Galen of Eban,” she said.

      I almost smiled, attempting to fortify the barriers in my mind even more. That was the first time anyone had ever called me that before, and it reminded me in some ways of Carth. Maybe it was the fact that Carth was gone, but losing her left an absence that I feared how it would be filled. If men like Moldan and Rond filled it, forcing Talia into the shadows of Asador, then Carth’s absence was even more starkly felt than I had realized.

      “Try me.” I feared to wait here much longer. A woman like this would have others who would be with her, other men with weapons. I made a circuit around the room and plucked my darts from the fallen men. The coxberry would last about an hour, maybe more. When I reached Moldan, I pulled the knife out of his chest and wiped it clean on his jacket. Talia deserved to know that I’d taken care of him, even after she had betrayed me the way that she had.

      “You might have been exiled, Galen, but you are not truly Forgotten.”

      “Who were you looking for if not for me?”

      I made a move as if to throw my dart, but pulled back. She Slid, the effect much like it was with Lorst. There was a surge of color and then she flickered to a new place. The surge always preceded the Slide, giving me enough of a warning that I thought that I could hit her if I were quick enough.

      The only question was whether I attempted to sedate her or kill her.

      I didn’t know what she was after, but it seemed clear that it was tied to the Forgotten. And somehow, not Forgotten as I’d always considered myself, but in a different sense, like that which Lorst feared.

      “We have kept our eyes open for others like us,” she said.

      “Like what?”

      She turned and offered me a sharp smile. “Elvraeth.”

      I forced my barriers even more into mind. I didn’t know what she might attempt, but I didn’t like the idea that she might be able to Read me… or that she might know about Cael.

      And if she did? What would I be able to do?

      Tension pulled at the corners of her eyes and the tiny muscles in her jaw clenched slightly.

      She stalled me.

      Damn.

      Was she playing me for something? For someone?

      If she was, I needed a way to even the odds and give me a chance to ensure both my safety and Cael’s. I could think of only one way to do it.

      I fingered the darts, rolling them between the pads of my thumb and index finger.

      Her eyes flickered past me and colors started to stream around her.

      This was the only chance that I might get.

      Using a coxberry-tipped dart, I flicked a pair of them in quick succession. One where she was and another where I thought she might appear.

      She Slid.

      And then crumpled.

      Movement came from behind me. I spun and nearly had my head taken off with a long sword. Ducking and rolling, I sent a terad-tipped dart, realizing that this was Rond attacking. I’d forgotten that I’d only incapacitated him with a sharp blow, nothing enough to keep him down for long. And now he wouldn’t get up again.

      But the woman. I had to find a way to secure her. And then I had to find a way to reach someplace where I could question her, but where?

      Using the ropes that had confined me, I bound her arm, and then her legs. I readied another pair of coxberry darts in case she started moving again. I wouldn’t risk her Sliding again, not while I had her restrained.

      But I needed a way to limit her if I intended to ask questions. If I didn’t, as soon as she awoke, she would be able to Slide away. No, that wouldn’t do at all, but thankfully there was a serum that Isander had taught me, one that took away access to abilities but didn’t remove the ability to speak.

      I would need access to more than what I had here. Which meant I had to get out of the estate, with this woman, while there were half a dozen or more men on the other side of the door who might attempt to stop me. Two of them were Neelish sellswords, men I feared more than the other hired help I’d seen.

      Counting my darts, I decided they might not be enough for this. That meant bloodshed, the kind of attack that I never really enjoyed. Sometimes there was a place for stealth; others required strength and force. This would be the latter.
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      The outside of the estate caught the light of the early morning. Shadows from the angle of the sun as it crept higher in the sky streaked through the grounds. I paused at the door, studying the shadows, searching for anything that seemed like it might be out of place.

      The woman lay just inside the door. I would grab her as soon as I figured out my course of attack. For now, I could leave her lying on the ground, where she was harmless.

      Two men moved at opposite sides of the garden.

      Holding a pair of crossbows confiscated from her downed guards, I aimed and fired. I had about as much practice with crossbows as I did with knives. Both were plenty to make me deadly, but not the same as the time that I’d spent using darts. Darts allowed control and the ability to decide whether someone lived or died. Darts fit with how I viewed my job. Knives and crossbows were only for killing. Even the best-aimed knife could strike an artery and leave a man bleeding out whether intended or not.

      The bolts flew true, hitting one man in the chest and the other in the throat. The second was a bloodier injury, and I forced my gaze away as I waited, searching for others who might linger in the garden. I saw none.

      Grabbing the woman, I flipped her onto my shoulder and carried her onto the grounds outside her estate. She made no sound, nothing that would indicate that she might be waking soon. The effects of coxberry could be unpredictable. In some, it wore off in thirty minutes while others would be out for over two hours. If it were the shorter end with her, I needed to be ready to throw her down and jab her with another dose.

      We were about halfway across the grounds when I caught little more than the flicker of movement at the edge of my vision.

      I spun, flicking a knife as I did. It caught another man in the chest, and he fell.

      Shadows shifted, and I knew enough to duck. This time, I brought the crossbow up, firing in a single motion. A man atop the wall fell inside.

      Damn. If they knew enough to climb the wall, that meant that I would be in danger of—

      The whistling of a sword forced me down and to my knees.

      I rolled, bringing a knife up to block. It was all that I had.

      One of the sellswords swung again.

      If the blade even touched my skin, I’d be poisoned. I’d seen Neelish poison work. It happened quickly, almost too quickly to counter. I might have access to some narcass to counter it, but I wondered if I had enough.

      He struck again, hacking at me.

      I managed to roll away from part of the attack and blocked another with the knife.

      Reaching for my darts, I flipped two terad-tipped darts at him.

      One of the darts sailed wide, into the garden. Thankfully, the other struck his hand.

      He went down and then lunged. Another dart caught him in the cheek, and he crumpled.

      I grabbed his sword. At times like these, I couldn’t be picky with my weapons. Then I stabbed the sword into his chest. I couldn’t take the chance that he might have immunity to terad. Not many men had immunity to a sword in their heart.

      Looking back for the woman, I found her gone.

      A streak of reflected light told me the direction of the person who had her.

      Racing into the grounds, I found the other Neelish sellsword with her slung over his shoulder. He spun toward me, sweeping his sword in a wide arc, as I approached.

      “Leave the woman, and you’ll live,” I said.

      “That wasn’t the job.”

      “Yeah. I know. I was the job. But take it from one professional to another. Leave her and I’ll leave you.”

      I knew he wouldn’t. Men like him—well, like me, too—had reputations we had to uphold. We needed the threat of what we might do and the fact that we would complete our tasks. If he left her, and if it got out—which it would; things like that always did—then he wouldn’t have any other jobs.

      None of that was my problem. I offered, and he could decide whether he wanted to take it.

      He leaped toward me, swinging his sword while somehow still holding onto the woman.

      I had to admit that I was impressed.

      Almost even more impressive was the way that he used her as something of a shield, almost as if he knew that I wouldn’t risk hitting her with one of my terad-tipped darts. I also couldn’t risk hitting her with the Neelish blade, not poisoned as it almost certainly was. That left fighting him one on one. Even holding the woman as he did, he had me outclassed, and he knew it.

      But I didn’t need to fight him. I only needed him to drop the woman.

      Try as he might to use her to block my darts, there were limits to how much of her body he could place between us. And it mattered little to me if I accidentally hit her with another coxberry dart.

      I threw three at once, increasing the chance that at least one would hit where I intended.

      Two sunk into the woman. One hit her arm, and the other went into her chest. Both would sting when she awoke. The third hit the sellsword, sinking into his sword arm, biting into his wrist.

      He didn’t fall.

      That meant immunity to coxberry.

      Some men developed it. The Great Watcher knew that I had developed it after enough time using it, but immunity to coxberry wasn’t like with other poisons. He might not drop from the effects like everyone else, but it still slowed him, enough to make a swordfight with him more evenly matched.

      And still I struggled.

      A lucky strike caught his arm, and he dropped the Elvraeth woman.

      I spun, he blocked. I spun again, and this time, I caught him across the throat, the Neelish sword cutting deeply.

      Stepping back, his eyes had gone wide. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      And I was. Killing might be my job, but there was nothing about it that I enjoyed.

      I turned and grabbed the woman. With three coxberry darts sunk into her, she wasn’t going anywhere.

      Throwing her onto my shoulders, I ran through the estate grounds. When I reached the wall, I almost didn’t notice the other man standing there until I caught the reflection of the crossbow bolt as it flew through the air.

      I jerked to the side just in time.

      Grabbing a dart, I flipped it at the man, and he collapsed.

      I readied for what I might find on the other side of the gate, but there was nothing. Even the street was empty as if people had heard the commotion and avoided it.

      I ran, wanting to get away from the estate and those who might recognize what I’d done and didn’t slow until I reached a busier street with shops lining the street.

      Where would I go?

      For answers, there was only one place I could go.

      Taking a moment to gather my sense of direction, I hurried toward Talia’s shop.

      When I reached the street where her shop would be found, I paused.

      Flames leaped into the sky, climbing high into the air and filling it with the stink of smoke. Ash fell from the sky, coming down thick as snow. I paused long enough to see which shop burned and wasn’t surprised to determine that it was Talia’s.

      Shifting the woman on my shoulder, I hurried forward. People filled the street as we went. Some to gawk, while others tried to help, carrying buckets of water toward the fire. But they wouldn’t be fast enough. They couldn’t be fast enough, not with flames leaping as they were, hot enough to press me back.

      For the first time, I wished I hadn’t knocked the woman out with my dart. With her ability to Slide, she might be able to reach the inside of Talia’s shop and make sure that everyone made it out safely. But there was only one person I cared about making it out alive.

      I shifted the woman so that she wasn’t sitting so high on my shoulder. Leaving her like that only drew attention to me, and with the fire, I didn’t want anything that would draw any more attention to me than I already had. Lowering her toward the ground, I held her in such a way that she appeared to lean on me. With as much coxberry as she’d been dosed with, there was no way that she would wake up anytime soon.

      Following the trail of people, I made a point of staying toward the back of the street, away from most of the commotion but close enough that I could see what was taking place. More than that, I wanted to see the response. Who moved through here as they responded to the fire?

      So far, I hadn’t seen anything that would seem to be an official response. Mostly other shop owners trying to help with the fire, but it raged so hot and high that there was no way that they would manage to tamp the flames down quickly enough. How many other shops would burn today?

      A part of me actually felt bad for the other shop owners. If the fire was in retaliation for the fact that Talia had found me, then it was more my fault than anyone else’s.

      I reached the bottom of the street, and still, nothing moved within the flames. Either the shop had been emptied before the fire took hold or no one had made it out.

      What of Cael?

      A hand touched my arm, and I spun.

      Talia stood opposite me, eyes darting to the woman I carried and then back to me. “You got away. Good. Now come with me if you want to see your woman again.”

      I looked at the fire one more moment before finally turning away and following Talia.
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      The woman began to wake before I finished making the serum. It bubbled over the fire, a steady and bitter stink and not something that most would take willingly. Probably why it worked so well. “Don’t let her awaken,” I said to Cael.

      She leaned over the woman, almost touching her but holding her hands back and away, almost as if afraid. “I’ve already dosed her again, Galen,” she said softly.

      The widening of her eyes when I’d brought the woman into the back room of the tavern had told me that Cael recognized her. There would be questions for later, but for now, I had to ensure that she couldn’t escape and that we would have the chance to question her.

      “Good. This won’t be much longer.” I added a few of the remaining ingredients, both of which had been found at different apothecaries. Asador was nothing if not well-equipped for supplying me with the necessary concoctions I could make. This was not one that Della ever taught. The making of slithca syrup was an older recipe and one that I had learned from Isander.

      There might come a time when you need to incapacitate others of your kind, Galen, he had told me. Not much else will do that other than slithca. There’s a certain potency to it that I’m not sure I can explain, but know that it works.

      And to prove it, Isander had me test it. My Sight had faded, leaving me with nothing but shadows and darkness. The effect had lasted hours, and in that time I had begun to wonder if it would ever return, and what I might do if it didn’t. I had become so reliant on my Sight that I had neglected some of the other skills that Isander thought to teach. That might be the reason that he wanted to demonstrate slithca to me.

      When the serum was complete, I cooled it and added it to one of my darts. With this readied, I tapped it into the skin of her shoulder, deep enough into muscle to contain the serum long enough for it to take hold. The location mattered with slithca. Too little muscle and the body would simply squeeze it out. Too much fat and it wouldn’t work. But larger muscle seemed to hold it. The shoulder or buttocks were best. I figured Cael would object less with me injecting this woman’s shoulder.

      “What does this do?” she asked.

      “When coxberry wears off, this will keep her from Sliding.”

      And it should keep her from trying to Read us as well. That was the other advantage, and maybe nearly as valuable as containing her Sliding.

      Cael looked at the dart in my hand with something that bordered on interest before she turned back to stare at the woman.

      While I waited, I loaded up three darts with slithca syrup and then poured the rest into a ceramic vial that I sealed with wax. The serum would store for days and, given what I’d faced already, there was a chance that I might need more of this. I might be forced to work with Lorst now, but a dose of slithca would change the dynamics of what he had me do.

      “Who is she?” I asked Cael when I had finished.

      “She’s… she’s one of my family.”

      I sniffed. “Kind of gathered that from the way she tried Reading me. And then she Slid.”

      “She could Slide?”

      I nodded. The ability was rare enough that I’d never encountered it in Elaeavn before I’d been exiled. Once outside, though, there were enough from Elaeavn with the ability that word of it spread. Lorst wasn’t the first, but he was the first to make a name for himself as an assassin, even if he claimed he was not.

      “I didn’t know that anyone else had that ability.”

      I shrugged. “You see things when you get outside the city.”

      Silence fell between us for a moment, nothing but the crackling hearth behind me.

      “Who is she?” Cael asked.

      I didn’t need to be a Reader to know that she wanted to know about Talia. She might be able to Read me, but that wasn’t the same as simply asking, and both of us knew it. “She was someone I thought I might be able to have a future with once.”

      “Why did it end?”

      I shook my head and went over to take Cael’s hands. “It never had the chance to begin. I was still an assassin. And she worked for someone with more power and influence than either of us wanted to risk. So she ended up being a friend. Had she been anything else, I don’t know that I would have been there for you.”

      “Are you two about finished?”

      I turned to see Talia standing in the doorway to the small room where she’d led me. Not just me. Talia had protected Cael. Moldan and his men had something on her, though I still didn’t know what that had been, but she had made a point of making sure that Cael was safe. I still didn’t know if she had known that I would be safe, but then, Talia knew what kind of person I was and what abilities I possessed.

      “What’s this about, Talia?” I asked.

      “What it’s always been about. Power. With Carth gone, there’s been something of a power bubble here. I suspect in other places, too. I’ve done what I can to hold it together, but there’s been movement I haven’t been able to understand. Then you showed up.”

      “Who was Moldan?”

      “Was?”

      I shrugged.

      Her eyes narrowed, and I wondered if she was disappointed that she hadn’t been the one to kill him or whether she had needed him for information. For her sake, I hoped it was the former. “Hired help, essentially, but better connected than most.”

      “You used him?”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, Galen. You know the line of work that I’m in.”

      “I just didn’t know that you’d use yourself that way.”

      “I use what I need to get what I need.”

      “Like Carth taught you?”

      “I think we both know that Carth never had the same need. She was more capable in so many ways.”

      “What were you trying to understand?” I asked. This was about more than Talia, and more than about the man that Lorst had sent me after. I would never have expected Talia to be in the middle of something like that, but then, she probably put herself there.

      “There has been someone—her, I suspect,” Talia said, pointing to the woman, “searching for men and women exiled from Elaeavn. When I heard that, I began to keep my lines of communication open, searching for what they might be after. The request seemed strange enough. Few of your people come out of Elaeavn, and those who do are exiles for the most part.”

      I nodded. Exiles. Forgotten. Or those born to Forgotten. And if someone had been searching for those like me, that mean there was something else taking place beyond what I knew, and maybe beyond what Lorst knew.

      “Why did you risk yourself like this?” I asked.

      “I didn’t risk myself.”

      “No? Seems that if you had to use a man like Moldan, then you were willing to risk yourself more than what you normally would have.”

      “Because they were searching for an assassin of Elaeavn. And I only know of one assassin from there.”

      Damn. She had done it to help me, thinking I was the reason that these people searched. But I didn’t think that was the case. Seeing the reaction to me at this woman’s estate, I doubted they had planned on finding me. That didn’t mean they weren’t prepared, but that there was another they really wanted.

      There was only other assassin of Elaeavn that I knew of. And he was the reason that I was here.

      Had Lorst played me?

      “That bastard,” I swore under my breath.

      Cael frowned, her eyes narrowed as she Read me.

      If Asador wanted an Elaeavn assassin, why not give them one?

      It was the sort of thing that I would have done. Only, I hadn’t expected it from Lorst, not after the way that he described himself, or the fact that he claimed that he’d created the name.

      “What?” Talia asked.

      “Nothing. Only there is another assassin from Elaeavn. And he’s the reason I’m here.”

      “Why?”

      “He claimed there was someone he searched for.”

      Now I had to wonder how much of that was true. What if Lorst didn’t really search for anyone? What if he’d only used it as an excuse? Only, I’d seen him facing the other Slider. Were it not for Lorst, I would have lost Cael, and we had lost the crystal.

      “She’s starting to wake up,” Cael said.

      “Good. Because I have questions for her.”

      I stood next to the woman and pulled a knife out and simply held it in a loose grip. The woman was bound, rope around her wrists and ankles, tight enough that she wouldn’t be able to go anywhere but loose enough that it wouldn’t harm her. If she didn’t manage to Slide away, we might be able to get answers.

      Her eyes opened, and she looked up at me. I saw faint traces of swirling light—telltale signs that she attempted to Slide—that quickly disappeared. Her eyes widened, and she began thrashing.

      “Won’t do you any good to try to Slide,” I said.

      “What have you done to me?” she demanded. “Release me or you will—”

      “I’ll what? Kill the rest of your guards?” I crouched next to her. “You recognized me. Not many do. How is that?”

      That wasn’t necessarily true. There were plenty who recognized me around Eban, and my name certain had garnered enough recognition, but I was surprised that an Elvraeth woman—Forgotten or not—had recognized it. That wasn’t something that I had expected.

      “I didn’t recognize you, not at first,” she said.

      I was impressed by how quickly she had come to grips with the fact that she was confined. She didn’t fight or try to escape like so many would have.

      “Then how did you know about me?”

      “I know the name Galen. I would suggest that most exiles have heard of you in one way or another. You have quite the reputation—well-earned, it would appear. I had not expected to see you in Asador. I thought you only worked in Eban.”

      I sniffed. “Not anymore.”

      She turned and seemed to finally see Cael. Her eyes widened slightly. “So it would seem. They have sent you after us, then?”

      “Who?”

      She laughed and leaned her head back, staring at the ceiling. “Who. You come with one of the Elvraeth, daughter to Naelm, and question who. I have not questioned your skill. Do not question my intelligence.”

      I glanced over at Cael. That answered the question of whether they recognized each other. The woman recognized Cael, and Cael recognized her. Which meant this woman would have been a recent exile, or recent enough for Cael to know her.

      “I wasn’t sent for you,” I told her. “I wouldn’t have known about you had your men not brought me to your estate.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “It wasn’t her estate,” Cael said.

      I looked over. “Not hers? Then why would she have been there? And why had they brought me to her?”

      The woman smiled. “We shouldn’t have attacked you, Galen. You could have been useful. But now—”

      Cael jerked her head quickly around, facing the back of the room.

      She’d detected something, but there wouldn’t be any way in or out from the back of the room, not without… Sliding.

      The woman couldn’t do anything. Slithca would last long enough that she would be incapacitated. But that didn’t mean that we hadn’t been followed. I had assumed that she had been the person that Moldan had brought me to, but if there were others, then we were unprepared.

      “Get her out of here!” I shouted to Talia.

      She ran forward and grabbed Cael. I couldn’t react the way that I needed if I worried about Cael, and it was clearly going to get nasty very quickly here.

      “I have another place that’ll be safe,” Talia said.

      They ran from the room as light shimmered from three Sliders.

      What had I gotten myself into?

      I grabbed a handful of darts, placing the slithca-tipped ones in my right hand. The others were all terad tipped. There was no more coxberry. At least not until I found my way to the apothecary again.

      The woman laughed darkly. “Now we’ll get to see how skilled the great Galen really is,” she said.
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      As soon as the first person appeared, I flicked a dart at them. It struck, and they fell. It occurred to me that I might want to make certain that I wasn’t hitting someone like Lorst, but then, if Lorst made the mistake of simply Sliding into where I might be, he deserved what happened to him.

      The other two emerged from their Slides and then Slid again. One of them saw the woman lying on the cot near the hearth, restrained. She was the reason they’d come. They disappeared again with a shimmer of color.

      I glanced at the unmoving man. With his neatly trimmed beard and sun-weathered skin, he looked nothing like a person from Elaeavn. And maybe that was the point.

      “Telmun,” the woman said softly.

      “He shouldn’t have come.”

      “Did you expect them to leave me here? Would you leave someone you cared about behind?”

      With her ability to Read limited by the Slithca, at least I didn’t have to worry about her Reading me and knowing the answer to that. I wasn’t sure that I wanted her in my mind, piecing together the fears that now drove me. It was bad enough that she’d seen Cael and likely had some understanding of what it was.

      Before I could answer her question, there came another soft shimmer that preceded a Slide. Without my Sight, I wouldn’t have seen anything. I readied my darts, but no one came out of a Slide.

      I moved in a steady circle, ready for whoever might appear. The darts clutched in my hands meant instant death. I glanced at her, wondering if that was what I really wanted to do.

      Did I want to kill? I didn’t have any of the answers I needed, not as I usually did before taking a job. Why were they after me? And what did they want from Lorst? That was who they were really after, I suspected. And what happened with Talia’s shop to cause fire to burn through it?

      I was plopped into an unfamiliar city and had jumped in on the attack in a way that I never would have were I in Eban. In that way, I felt almost as if I were being used.

      Putting the terad-tipped darts away, I held onto the slithca-tipped darts.

      When the shimmering appeared again, I flipped a dart immediately. The man dropped as he appeared, the slithca working quickly. I noted that it stuck into his shoulder. A lucky shot more than anything skilled.

      There was sound behind me and I spun.

      A younger woman stood at the edge of the cot, working on freeing the other with a sharp knife. I flipped the dart at her.

      The bindings holding the first woman failed. She lunged up, putting herself in between the dart and the other woman. The dart sunk into her chest and a determined smile crossed her face.

      I had one dart left.

      I flipped it, catching the newcomer in the neck.

      She blinked slowly and then sunk to the ground.

      I began to relax. I could bind these three again, and then we could take the time needed to interrogate them. I would know what they were hiding here and then why they had wanted Lorst, before risking Cael by going after Talia. So long as Cael was safe, I didn’t care what else I did.

      I found some rope near the back wall and began to bind the woman we’d brought here when I saw a flashing of color.

      Another person Sliding?

      This time, I reached for the remaining darts—all but one of them terad—and ducked behind the woman to wait, using the cot and the other woman to block my presence.

      Two people appeared.

      “They’re here,” someone said. “I sensed the direction that they Slid.”

      “Yes, but why are they here?”

      This was a voice that sounded familiar, but I had no idea why.

      “Look. Rebecca. We’ve found her, Josun.”

      I stiffened, suddenly understanding why I recognized the voice. This was the man who had abducted Cael and had fought Lorst. This was the man I’d been sent to find.

      And here he had come after me.

      No. Not me. This woman. Rebecca Elvraeth. The name wasn’t familiar to me, but then I’d been out of the city so long that few of the Elvraeth were familiar to me.

      To understand what this was all about, I needed to capture Josun. And then I would need to get to Lorst. But first I had to get through this.

      One slithca-coated dart remained. The other was terad.

      I reached into my pocket, grabbing the pair of knives I had on me as well. They might be needed, especially if this went the wrong way.

      Someone approached.

      I rolled to the side, noting that it was the other man—the one with Josun. With a flick of one of the knives, I sent it toward him.

      The knife spun in the air, hovering much like what Lorst had done.

      I looked at the knife. They were ones that Lorst had given me, and I hadn’t paid attention to the fact that they were made out of lorcith.

      The knives were useless if they could use them against me. I wondered if Lorst had known that they could.

      “The assassin,” Josun said.

      He Slid, traveling only a few feet. When he emerged from his Slide, he did so much faster than the others, barely giving me the chance to notice where he would emerge. I prepared to throw the slithca-coated dart, but I didn’t want to waste it and didn’t want to risk missing him.

      He spun toward me, and so did a knife.

      I ducked, rolling.

      I came to my feet next to the dead man. A steel knife was tucked into his belt, and I grabbed it, throwing it at the other man. If I could deal with them one at a time, I would have a chance to capture Josun alive, but if it came down to it, I might have to kill him. Better to survive and figure out what to do next than to die in the attempt.

      Josun Slid, pulling the other man with him.

      This time, I noticed the Sliding more intently. Colors swirled, and I flipped the terad-tipped dart as soon as they appeared, catching the other man in the arm.

      Josun rounded on me. “You’ve wandered into something that’s beyond you, assassin.”

      “I seem to have a tendency to do that.”

      “You could be useful. I know that you’ve been exiled. The others would be willing to excuse this little… incident if you worked for them.”

      “Is that what this is? Some sort of incident? Because it looks to me like you came here to rescue them.”

      “Rescue? Is that what you thought?”

      A knife appeared, flying away from him untouched and sunk into Rebecca’s back.

      Damn. This wasn’t what I had expected at all.

      When another knife appeared, I flung my remaining knife at it, managing to keep it from sinking into the other woman with Rebecca.

      “This has nothing to do with you, assassin.”

      “Oh, I think that it does. Especially when you took the crystal from us.”

      Josun Slid. It was so subtle that I barely saw it. “Ah. Now I know why you’ve gotten involved. The Elvraeth hired you.”

      This time I smiled. “Why does everyone keep thinking that the Elvraeth hired me? They exiled me in the first place. And when I attempted to return, they wanted nothing to do with me, sentencing me to Ilphaesn.”

      Josun jumped toward me. Without the shimmer of light around him as he Slid, I would never have seen it. As it was, I ducked to the side, jumping away.

      “Now I understand why you’ve come. And who sent you. He’s a fool, you know that? Thinking to involve himself in things that are greater than him. The smith who thinks he should rule.”

      “I don’t know about him,” I said as Josun started to Slide again, “but I don’t think it should be you.”

      When Josun started to Slide, I flicked the other slithca dart at him.

      It caught him in the hand.

      He Slid, but with the weakened dose of slithca, it wasn’t enough to completely knock him out, only slow him. As he emerged, I grabbed him and wrestled him to the ground. He attempted to Slide, but I think the slithca prevented that much.

      As he started to pass out, he whispered, “You’ll never find it, you know. Now that we have it, you’ll never find it.”
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      With Josun bound, all I could do was wait.

      All were dosed with slithca now, and I had to see what this was all about. I wasn’t convinced I would get the answers that I needed, but I wouldn’t act again without having more information than I did now.

      I checked on Rebecca’s wound and pulled the knife free. It had pierced her shoulder and bled a little when the knife was withdrawn but was not life-threatening.

      The other woman stirred first.

      She jerked against the cloth I’d used to tie her with and I suspected that she tried Sliding but found that she couldn’t. She looked around, eyes wild until her gaze settled on me.

      “Doesn’t matter if you try to Slide,” I said.

      “What did you do to me?”

      “Just limiting you for a little while.”

      “Why? What did we do to you?”

      I shook my head. “You attacked me. I think that was enough.”

      “Not you! We came for Rebecca.”

      “And she leads the Forgotten here?”

      I struggled with understanding that there was more organization to the Forgotten than I had believed, but there really could be no other explanation.

      “Not leads. We’ve been trying to reach her.”

      “What do you mean? I thought the Forgotten all worked together.”

      “Not all of us are willing to go as far as them. They’ve… done things.”

      “And Josun?” I asked, pointing to where he remained bound, this time to the wall. I readied another dose of slithca. I would keep him dosed as long as necessary until we managed to get answers.

      She attempted to stand but fell forward. Another side effect of slithca. “We’re not with him.”

      “Then who are you with?”

      She looked at Rebecca and saw that she still breathed, and sighed. “We wanted only to be left alone. Only a few of us ever lived in Elaeavn. The rest…”

      “Were born outside the city. You?” I asked.

      “Cort,” she whispered. “That’s my home. And I would return, but it’s too dangerous. We’ve been forced to band together because others have continued to attack, rounding up those of Elaeavn.”

      I wondered how much of this Lorst had known. Had he understood that there was a battle outside of Elaeavn for control of the Forgotten? Was that why he had brought me in?

      I didn’t think so. He brought me in because he wanted to draw out Josun and figured that I would be able to capture him. And he was right. I had managed to grab Josun. But I had also managed to get others, and I didn’t know what this was all about.

      “Why?”

      “There’s something going on,” she said. “A war of some sorts. We’re all forced to pick sides. Some have been willing to go to great lengths to survive. The rest of us…”

      A war. Had Talia known?

      “You know that one of the great crystals has been taken from the city?” I asked her.

      She nodded slowly. “That’s what Rebecca has us trying to recover.”

      “What does she want with it?”

      The woman shook her head. “A trade. That’s all.”

      “A trade for what?”

      “Safety.”

      And Lorst wanted the crystal back, presumably to protect it as well.

      Who should I believe?

      As I stood there, another soft shimmer of light appeared. I wasn’t surprised this time to see Lorst appear. Either he had been following me as well, or he somehow had another way to find me. It didn’t matter.

      He barely glanced at me when he slapped chains onto Josun and untied him from the wall.

      “What did you use to catch him?” Lorst asked.

      “Slithca.”

      His mouth twisted in an expression of disgust. “A foul thing, but probably necessary for him.”

      “Those will hold him?”

      “They’ll hold most Sliders.”

      “Most?”

      “They won’t hold me.”

      He started to Slide away, colors swirling around him. I didn’t want to stop him. That meant returning with him to Elaeavn, and I wasn’t ready or willing to do that. But I wanted answers. Could I get them in Asador?

      And would Cael be willing to remain with me knowing that Talia was here?

      The Great Watcher knew that I hoped so.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      “I haven’t decided. But he’ll answer for what he did.”

      Lorst Slid away with Josun, leaving me with the others.

      I turned back to wait for Rebecca to awaken. Now that Josun was with Lorst, I would get answers of my own. And then I would go to Talia. She might not want to be involved, but she’d brought me into this.

      Whatever was happening now involved me. As it should. I was one of the Forgotten, too.
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      When I returned to the estate, I had expected to find the bodies I left the last time. Other than a few spots where the grass had been trampled, there were no bodies. No sign of a struggle here. Really no sign of any blood. Everything had been cleaned up, left to look as if nothing had happened.

      “I thought you said there were nearly a dozen dead.” Cael made her way through the yard outside the estate, clutching the folds of her dress. I’m not sure that she had forgiven me yet, but I figured that she would in time.

      “There were. Most were with knives or crossbow bolts too.” And they were bloodier. Not nearly as neat as my darts. With the darts, not only did I have more precision, but I had an easier time cleaning up after I was gone. That was often as valuable. With the right dart and enough time, I could make it appear that someone had simply disappeared.

      “I see nothing,” Rebecca said. She moved stiffly, but having a knife in your spine would do that. It was impressive that she managed to walk at all after what the others had done to her. The slithca syrup had almost worn off, and I considered redosing her. I wasn’t sure what she would try when it did finally wear off. Maybe nothing, but I didn’t know, and that made me nervous, especially with Cael along with me.

      “You’ll have to stop fearing for me,” she said in a whisper.

      Rebecca tipped her head. The damned woman had heard, but then, she was Elvraeth, so probably had some ability with Listening to go along with her Sliding. Cael still couldn’t believe that any of the Elvraeth were able to Slide, but I had reminded her that Josun was one of the Elvraeth as well.

      “You know that I can’t. And if I can’t protect you…”

      “I think that you’ve done enough protecting. Now it’s time for us to figure out what’s going on here.”

      I glanced around the yard. We had returned thinking that we could find some evidence of Josun and where he might have taken the crystal. More than anything else, I had to get that back. It needed to be in the hands of the Elvraeth, regardless of what Lorst claimed.

      “Why this place?” I wondered.

      “Because there are barriers here that prevent Sliding outside the building,” Rebecca said. She gave Cael a strange look as if trying to find answers to a question that she hadn’t asked. Cael ignored her.

      “What kind of barriers? I saw you Sliding just fine.”

      “Inside. I can Slide from place to place inside the estate without difficulty, but the first time I tried sliding out of it, I found that I could not. Almost like a hand pushed me back into the estate.”

      “Have you ever encountered anything else like that?” I asked.

      “Yes. In the palace.”

      That made sense. The palace in Elaeavn, the Floating Palace as some called it because of the way that it seemed to hang from the rock as if floating in the air—but only from a few angles; from others the illusion was destroyed—was meant to be a place of safety for the Elvraeth. If someone could Slide into the palace, there wouldn’t be any safety.

      And maybe the barriers were meant to do something else in the palace. It was possible that they used them to keep the Elvraeth who could Slide in. As far as I knew, there weren’t many with the Ability, but then there weren’t many of the Elvraeth wandering outside of the palace. Maybe those who had the ability had never known about it.

      “Josun kept you here, in a place that he wouldn’t be able to Slide out of either, for what?”

      “He did not hold me.”

      “What?”

      Rebecca inhaled deeply. “It was not Josun who held me.”

      If not him, then he had come looking for Rebecca. But why?

      The other woman had mentioned a trade for safety. What did that mean? Why would they need to make a trade if they could Slide to safety?

      There was something more that I didn’t understand.

      Inside the estate was no different than outside. The bodies that that I knew should be here were missing. But inside, my Sight had other advantages. I was able to make out the scratches in the wood from the fight. I could see a few droplets of dried blood. And there were tracks from the bodies being dragged away.

      But why take them away? Why bother cleaning up the estate, making it appear as if there had been nothing here?

      I hated that I knew so little about what was happening and the fact that I knew so little about what Lorst had gotten me into. Worse, it was important, and I couldn’t simply drop it. I would prefer if I could, because this way, Cael was more involved than I liked.

      “How many were here?” she asked.

      “At least six,” Rebecca answered. “Enough that I thought perhaps you and this other they searched for might be one and the same. Then I Read you.”

      I hated that she had managed to Read me. When you grow up in Elaeavn, you learn to defend yourself from Readers. Over time and with practice, it’s possible to construct barriers within your mind that prevent others from accessing your thoughts. I had thought I was skilled at doing so until I met Cael. Even then, I wondered if it was more my lack of practice that had allowed her to access my thoughts. All the time that I’d been in Eban had left me with my barriers down, not needing to keep my mind protected.

      Maybe there was something Cael could do to keep me safe from Readers. I didn’t know what that might be, but she was as skilled a Reader as I have ever met. Or maybe I needed to discover what Lorst had used to protect his mind from Cael. They had some way of defending against her, one that had nearly incapacitated her.

      I continued to make a survey of the entrance to the estate, checking the darts in my pouch as I did. I had filled the tips of a dozen of them with coxberry while we walked, and another dozen I had tipped with terad. I considered adding slithca, but I didn’t want to risk wasting it. If I needed it, I’d first knock the person out with coxberry, and then I could dose them with slithca. The damned syrup was difficult enough to make, and I didn’t want to go through the whole process again.

      “What is it?” Cael asked.

      I shook my head. The missing bodies troubled me, almost as much as I was troubled by the fact that Lorst had pulled me into his own personal war. “Why would they take the bodies? I can understand if they were trying to cover up what happened here, but who would they be hiding it from? And Josun is gone. Lorst came for him, so I don’t think we can attribute this to Josun.”

      “Another Slider?” she asked.

      “How many could there be?”

      “More than you realize,” Rebecca said. She closed her eyes, and a pained expression came on her face. A flash of color around her told me that she attempted to Slide, and then she appeared about three steps away. A tight smile crossed her face.

      “How many were here?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “There were five of us.”

      “Including the three who came for you?”

      And now they were with Talia, still dosed with slithca to prevent them from Sliding away. I didn’t know what they planned yet, and I couldn’t risk losing them until I knew and understood. Rebecca wasn’t being all that forthcoming, either, which made it harder. Then again, I had attacked her and killed one of the men who had come to rescue her. I guess I couldn’t blame her all that much for trying to get away from me.

      “Some rescue,” she said bitterly.

      “You must be awfully important,” I said. There was no point in disagreeing with her. She was right.

      Why had Josun been after them? What trade was he a part of? With him involved, I was lucky to get away, but then, my Sight gave me advantages and my training gave me patience. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get out of every situation and went into many of them with a willingness to die. When you did what I did, you had to take that risk. But Josun… I suspected he wanted to live.

      And now Lorst had him. There was another man who wasn’t what he seemed. And if he wanted to live as well, if he had something that drove him—like that girl of his—there might be a way to get to him if it came to it.

      Cael glanced over at me. I might not be a Reader, but I could make out the disappointment on her face.

      “It’s not like I would do any of that,” I said to her.

      “You were thinking it.”

      “How did you end up with her?” Rebecca asked, inserting herself between Cael and I. “You are the exiled assassin, a man well-known outside of Elaeavn. Even within the city, you’ve become somewhat famous. And now you’re with the daughter of Naelm Elvraeth, head of the council? How is that?”

      “If we’re asking questions, then maybe you’ll tell me how you managed to get exiled from Elaeavn,” I said. “What did you do that angered the council so much that you were forced away?”

      Some of Rebecca’s confidence sagged. I glanced over at Cael, but she only shook her head once, as if warning me off. Cael would tell me later, but pressing more now would only risk irritating Rebecca more.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Nothing matters anymore other than finding the crystal. How is it that you knew it was missing?”

      Cael surprised me. “Because I’m the one who lost it in the first place.”

      Rebecca looked up. “You? Does your father… Of course, your father would know. That’s the reason that you’re here. You’ve been exiled as well.”

      I tried to fortify my mental barriers. If Cael intended to let Rebecca believe that she had been exiled the same as her, then I wouldn’t be the one to change that, but why would she want to pretend that she was one of the Forgotten as well?

      “We can work together,” Cael said. “I know you’ve been hurt. I know that exile from our home is hard, but all we want is to—”

      “Return,” Rebecca said softly.

      Cael didn’t say anything to disagree, but the look on her face made it seem as if she didn’t need to.

      Could she really want nothing more than to return to Elaeavn? If they did, what would there be for me when we returned? The longer I spent with Cael, the more I was aware that I wasn’t willing to be the assassin I’d trained to be. If Cael returned, she would go to the palace, but that was not a place for me. I don’t even belong in the city any longer.

      She watched me, knowing my thoughts.

      As much as I wanted to be with her, maybe I would have the same challenge that I’d once had with Talia. Maybe the hope for our future that I had was nothing more than an illusion.
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      The estate had nothing more to it that would explain why the men had been moved, or where Josun had relocated the crystal. I searched, thinking I might find something that would help or that maybe someone might still be here, watching us, but I didn’t find anyone.

      As we made our way toward the estate entrance, Cael took my hand. “You don’t have to fear that I’ll leave you, she said.

      “I’m not afraid that you’ll leave me,” I said.

      “Back there, when we were talking about the Forgotten, and about returning, I Read your thoughts.”

      I sighed. I had hoped that we wouldn’t have to have this conversation now, but maybe there wasn’t a good time to talk about it. “I can’t go back. I thought that I could. You know that I tried. But when we were there, I just never felt like myself.”

      “What did you feel like?”

      I didn’t have the answer to that. “Not me.”

      “What if the person you had been isn’t the one that you will be?”

      “I don’t know that I can change,” I said.

      “I’m not saying that you would change, only that you’re not the person you believe yourself to be. You see yourself as nothing more than an assassin, but you’re not that at all. You use compassion when needed. Your intellect when it’s called for. And you try to do what is right. That’s the man that I care for, not the assassin.”

      “They’re the same, you know.”

      She smiled and touched my face. “Sometimes. But most of the time, you’re the man who rescued me when he could have done the job. You’re the man who remained determined to help me, to see that I returned to Elaeavn, even though you knew what that would mean for you when you did. That’s the man you are, Galen.”

      We stepped outside the door and my anxiety peaked suddenly.

      I placed myself between Cael and the door, quickly scanning the yard. She either Read me or knew enough not to object as I did.

      Nothing looked any different than it had when we’d been here before. The air was quiet and still and I heard nothing moving. It was almost too quiet. At this time of day, with the sun beating brightly down, we should have seen something, either movement in the branches or the sound of birds, but the emptiness and the nothingness bothered me.

      My instincts had saved me countless times, enough that I knew to trust them.

      I ducked, pulling Cael with me. As I did, I rolled, pulling her so that I always managed to stay in front of her, using my body to shield her. Coming around, I saw a shadow shift slightly. It was the barest thing, almost nothing, but it didn’t belong. Without my Sight, I doubt that I would have recognized it.

      A coxberry dart whizzed from my hand and toward the shadow.

      There was a shimmer of light, just enough that I realized that someone Slid, and then the shadows moved.

      Damn. I doubted that my dart struck, not if they were able to Slide away.

      Cael pulled on my arm, and I glanced back at her. She had a pained expression on her face again, the same as what we’d seen when she tried to Read Lorst and his friends. Had they returned? If it were them, they wouldn’t be sneaking around behind him… unless they intended to clean up the mess that I had made. Could Lorst have been the one to move the bodies?

      Creeping forward, I watched for the shifting of shadows, of anything that would let me know that there was something amiss. It took a moment to find it, but when I did, I saw the same strange shadows that shouldn’t be there.

      This time, I palmed three darts. I didn’t want to risk missing, but I also didn’t want to risk using too many darts, not if I might need them if we were attacked. Given the way the shadows moved, and the shimmering I associated with Sliding, I didn’t think that was all that unlikely.

      When the shadows shifted again, I flicked the darts, letting them fly in a wide pattern. Even like that, I had control with them. They whistled through the air, one piercing where the shadow had been and another where it reappeared during the Slide.

      That one hit. I could tell as soon as it did.

      The shadows began to recede as if a fog burned off by the sun. I motioned to Cael to stay down and crept forward. I didn’t know what I had seen, but the shadows and the shifting of the light that made it seem like Sliding made me nervous.

      When I reached the spot where I had seen the shadows, I found a man motionless on the ground. There wasn’t anything remarkable about him. He had average height, short brown hair, and a cloak that matched his hair. Then I pulled back his lids and saw blue eyes.

      I took a step back. This was the man who I’d seen Sliding? He wasn’t even of Elaeavn.

      But then, neither had the Hjan, and when I’d faced them, I had barely survived.

      Were they involved now?

      Looking around the yard, I searched for Rebecca but saw no sign of her. She’d used the distraction to disappear.

      With a sigh, I grabbed the fallen man and slung him over my shoulder. How was it that I would leave this estate a second time carrying someone?

      When I reached Cael, she glanced at the man. “Him?”

      I nodded. “If he’s what I fear, then we have more to worry about than Josun.”

      “Why? What is it you fear?”

      I searched the yard, noting all the places where someone could hide, realizing there were too many places where someone could be. Even with my Sight, I could overlook them.

      Staying here was too dangerous, at least until I knew what it was that we dealt with.

      This man would give me answers, and maybe to questions that I hadn’t expected to find here.

      “Let’s get out of here, and then we can talk,” I said.

      “Where?”

      She wouldn’t like the answer, but then, I wasn’t liking anything that we were dealing with. “Talia. The last time I saw men like this, I’d been with Talia.”

      Cael pinched her lips together in a frown but said nothing.
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      “This can’t be Hjan,” Talia told me.

      The man was bound with tight lengths of rope and dosed with slithca. He might not be of Elaeavn, but I hoped that the effect of the syrup would work on him as well as it did on those from my homeland. We had him secured to the wall near the hearth, and Cael stared at him. She listened to Talia and I, though. I could practically feel her focus on us.

      “We’ll know soon enough,” I said.

      “Galen, the Hjan haven’t been active in Asador. There’s no reason to with…”

      She didn’t need to finish for me to know that was what Carth had been doing the last few years and the reason she’d pulled Talia here. Carth had made a point of going after the Hjan, her restrained anger at their betrayal motivating her. And Carth might be the only one able to defeat the Hjan.

      Talia had talents as well. I didn’t know if Carth had been training her to the point where she managed to do everything that Carth could do—I doubted it, but Talia had a certain competence I had yet to understand. But Carth was unique. When I’d faced her—really faced her—I had understood that she had more ability than almost anyone I had ever come against, and that included both Isander and a few talented individuals from Elaeavn.

      If the Hjan realized Carth was dead, they wouldn’t fear attack and Carth’s reprisal. With her gone, the only person with a hope of stopping the Hjan was gone.

      “Yeah, you see my concern.”

      “You defeated them then,” she said.

      “Because they didn’t know about me. Now they do. I’m not sure that I could do it again. They’ll know I’m coming, and I suspect that they’ll know my vulnerabilities.”

      I glanced to Cael, who still watched the man. Her shoulders tensed, and her back stiffened slightly, so I knew that she had heard. Or Read me. Or both. With her, it didn’t really matter.

      “The Hjan—”

      “Aren’t here. I know,” I said. I turned to the man, already working through what it would take to interrogate him. If he was one of the Hjan, he might be able to resist anything I did anyway. “I need to know everything that you know about what happened to Carth,” I said.

      “Galen, there isn’t much known.”

      “You have to have heard something. I know you wouldn’t have rested until you did.”

      “I searched for answers. I found rumors. Trails that ended up with nothing more than more trails.”

      “Then how do you know that she died?”

      I’d asked it before, and as before, she only shook her head.

      “I would know.”

      “Then what can you tell me about what she did with the Hjan?” I asked.

      “What’s to tell? After they attacked in Eban, she became even more determined to destroy them. And you know that with her, she can be methodical.”

      “They had some sort of truce before,” I said.

      “They had a truce, and the Hjan violated it. She was willing to let the truce hold to avoid bloodshed until then.”

      That sounded like what I knew of her. She might be incredibly talented, and skilled in ways that most were not, but she traded in information, not in death. Not like me.

      “When the Hjan violated that truce, she went after them. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen her take something quite so… personal.”

      I frowned, thinking of when Talia had been attacked and how Carth hadn’t allowed emotion to cloud her decisions, not like I had. In that way, Carth had been more professional than me. That should have been my sign that I needed to step back from Talia, and possibly Eban, but I’d rushed in blindly. Or not so blindly, but with a violence that was not me anymore.

      “At least she can be passionate about something,” I said.

      “Galen…”

      I glanced at Cael and saw the man beginning to move.

      I made my way over to him, readying a pair of darts as I did, and prepared to dose him with coxberry again if he appeared to Slide. But he only opened his eyes and looked around, seemingly unperturbed by the fact that he was bound in a strange place.

      Would I have been as comfortable were I in his place?

      I’d be working to determine a way to escape. The same, I suspect, that he attempted.

      He glanced around the room, first at Cael, then Talia, before his eyes landed on me. The bastard smiled then. “Assassin. I thought we would find you. A shame you have come and ruined the transaction.”

      I crouched at his level, about five steps from him, far enough that he wouldn’t be able to attack me if he had somehow had a way of getting free of the rope.

      “What transaction?”

      He flashed a dark smile but said nothing.

      I jabbed at him with a knife. “You recognize me, but I don’t recognize you.”

      “Oh, I think that you recognize me.”

      “You’re one of the Hjan,” I said.

      The man’s smile widened. “See? I thought that you might recognize me. We have watched you for some time.”

      “Watched?”

      He tried to shrug but couldn’t move. Somehow, he still managed to make his movement appear casual as if he had chosen to be tied to the wall. “You have an interesting gift. We study all we don’t understand.”

      “If you’ve watched, I think I would have seen you.”

      “Would you?” he asked.

      Considering how difficult a time I had catching any sight of him in the estate yard, I wasn’t sure that I would. Had I not noticed the shifting of the shadows, it was possible that I wouldn’t see him, even with my Sight.

      “Yes,” I answered, trying to sound as confident as I could.

      “A good thing we couldn’t test it, isn’t it?”

      “I thought you said you were watching.”

      He made that movement that was something like a shrug again. “Watching as well as we can. You were protected.”

      I suspected that meant Carth. And if she had been protecting me, and I hadn’t known it, her visits to Eban began to make more sense. Had she been stopping through to continue to prove to the Hjan that she had a presence, or had there been another reason? Maybe she really had come through to check on the Binders, as I had assumed.

      “That is gone now,” the man said casually. “And no protection remains for you in Eban. Is that what brought you to Asador?”

      “This isn’t a discussion,” I said.

      “No? You would not have information? Why else would you have confined me this way?” He smiled again. “I think that if you wanted anything else, assassin, you would have finished me back in the city.”

      It was my turn to smile. “We’re still in Asador. For now. But I have friends who intend to take you from the city.”

      “What friends, assassin? The one who protected you is gone. Her help is behind you, and her network already crumbles. That took little time to accomplish. And there are few others in Asador I fear. You intrigue me, but you do not scare me,” he said.

      It was time for that to change. I flipped one of the knives at him and caught the wall above his head.

      The Hjan merely looked lazily at where the knife had gone. “Has your aim diminished? From what I hear, you’re a skilled marksman. Perhaps that was only rumor, too.”

      I considered flicking one of my darts, using coxberry or another dart of slithca, but that would only be wasteful. I would need the slithca with the man anyway, enough to keep him from Sliding from his binding.

      Cael shifted over and leaned toward him. “You are arrogant for a man from Inua.”

      The corner of his lip curled in a sneer. “You think that I should be impressed at your ability to tell geography? Look at your eyes, girl. You’ve likely had every courtesy your people could provide.”

      Cael smiled. “As you failed to have even the most basic, is that not right?”

      The man chuckled. “Do you think that I can be coaxed like some commoner from your Lower Town?”

      “I think that you wanted nothing more than food and shelter once. The boy… you went by Raphe then, but no longer. Now you claim a name you think exudes power as if there were power in the act.”

      Some of the bluster faded from Raphe’s face. “A Reader,” he said with disgust.

      Cael nodded. “A Reader who knows that you think yourself above the streets.”

      “You may have all the memories you wish, Reader, but my mind is sealed from the time I joined the Hjan.”

      “I presume the Hjan know of the great crystals,” Cael said.

      Raphe glanced at me and arched a brow. “She is not all that bright, is she? Perhaps that’s why you like her, though I would never have taken you for the kind to choose someone weak-minded.”

      I looked over to Cael and laughed. “You really are weak minded,” I said.

      She glared at me, and I laughed again.

      “She asks because she has held one of the great crystals,” I said.

      His smirk faded.

      “I see that you understand what that means. Few of the Elvraeth are able to hold the crystals. Only those with potential, and power. And when they do, they emerge differently,” I went on.

      With Cael, she had told me how she was able to more potently Read, and how she’d discovered she could Compel.

      “So you can understand how she is nothing like the typical Reader from Elaeavn,” I said.

      Cael crawled forward, getting close enough that I feared what Raphe might attempt with her. I needn’t have worried. He hung suspended in the ropes, his eyes holding only Cael now, ignoring me.

      “Yes, I can tell that I have your attention now,” she said. “Tell me why the Hjan have come to Asador.”

      “You’re the Reader. Take what you want.”

      “I already have. I would have the others hear it from you.”

      I knew Cael to be strong, and I’d seen her withstand more than I could have protected her from. The hard edge in her voice took even me aback.

      “You tell him, Reader. You will anyway.”

      “It’s not only the crystal?” I asked.

      Cael shook her head. “It’s about that as well, but there’s more. The Hjan are after someone.”

      I rolled a pair of darts between my fingers as I looked at the man. “Who?”

      “I don’t know. There’s a name, but it means nothing.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Cael frowned at the man. “It means that he doesn’t know her name. There’s a face that I can almost see, but other than that…”

      “Who are you after?” I asked the man.

      He smiled. “Even your Reader will not pull that much from me. She is skilled—she must be for some of what she stole from my mind—but there are things that even Readers cannot extract.” He shifted his attention to Cael. “Do you think that we’ve never encountered Readers before? Do you think that the Hjan do not know how to secure our thoughts, especially those that would be dangerous were they exposed?”

      “Who was at the estate?” I demanded.

      His mouth twitched. “Apparently no one.”

      I searched Cael’s face for help, but she couldn’t reach him to access his mind well enough to know.

      Raphe started to say something more, the smirk on his face annoying me, so I flicked a dart at him.

      His mouth opened in a satisfying expression of surprise as his head sagged forward.
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      The streets of Asador were nothing like the familiarity of Eban. Strange as it seemed, I missed the quiet of the rooftops, the familiar shadows that crawled along the ground, even the sounds of Eban. In some ways, I had hated my time while there, longing for nothing more than to escape the darkness of the city, but I had never been a prisoner within Eban and had even managed to make a home there.

      Cael patted my hand, and I glanced over at her. “Was it any kind of home?”

      “It was familiar.”

      “That doesn’t mean it was home. Men can get used to living with rats after a while, but that doesn’t mean that they should.”

      “Are you saying I’m the rat?”

      “I think you know who I’d consider the rat.”

      We paused along the shore. I stared out at the rows of ships moving in and out of the harbor. There was such activity here that it was easy to get lost in the watching, almost like a dance. Sails of many different colors fluttered, just as ships of different shapes crawled from the port. Most I managed to recognize; that had been another of Isander’s lessons. Every people had something they claimed superiority with. Often such claims were valid, such as the sellswords of Neeland, or the fine-spun fabrics from Occidal, but there were times when the claims had no merit. When sourcing supplies, it was best to know the highest quality suppliers.

      A gang of children ran through, all probably less than ten. They scurried past me, one of them making a play toward my pocket, and I grabbed his wrist before he could. His eyes widened, and he jerked free, hurrying to join the others.

      “We could take one of these ships anywhere,” Cael said. She pulled on my arm as she looked up at me. “It doesn’t have to be back to Elaeavn. I want to be wherever you are.”

      I swallowed, thinking of the longing that Rebecca had demonstrated. She had wanted nothing more than to return to Elaeavn. It was a feeling that I knew well, one that I had felt when first exiled, and one that had taken me years to get past. Until I had met Cael, I still had felt the occasional twinge of desire to return there.

      “No longer?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “The questions I had have been answered,” I said. I’d wondered about Della, and whether she cared about what happened to me. Knowing that she had been the reason I survived, I suspect that she had, but hadn’t really known. There were a few others in the city who had been kind to me, and I’d searched for them, only to find that they were gone. Galen was a memory, truly Forgotten. And I suppose I knew that as well. I had changed. The techniques that Isander had taught made me into a different person, one who no longer believed in the purity of Elaeavn, who had seen the darkness of the world, and in some ways, was the darkness of the world.

      “You will want to return,” I said.

      “Perhaps someday,” she said, “but that is not today.” We stood, neither of us speaking for a few more moments. “Who is Carth? I try to Read you so that I can understand, but it’s like there are shadows around your mind when I reach any memory you have of her. She was not another… romantic interest?”

      I smiled and shook my head. I couldn’t imagine Carth having a romantic interest. “She’s a woman more capable than any I had ever met, and I think she could have killed me many times over, but there was never anything more. I don’t think there could be with her.”

      “I’ve not known you to respect someone quite like this before,” Cael said.

      “I respect you,” I told her.

      “Yes, but this is different, I think. You feared her, didn’t you?”

      “At first,” I admitted. “She was a job, the assignment. But that was before I knew what she was.”

      “And that was?”

      What exactly was Carth? She was a spymaster, but she was much more than that. She served as a protector of sorts, helping others who could not help themselves. I thought of the women of Eban she served, not the Binders, but all the painted prostitutes she helped keep from slavery or forced service.

      “Someone I wished we could find,” I finally said.

      I still wished that Talia would share what she learned about how Carth had fallen. It would help me understand what else we might need to fear.

      “When I tried Reading the Hjan, there was someone they sought. A child, I think.”

      Would could the Hjan want from a child? Then again, why would he have been at the estate? Could that have been the reason Rebecca hadn’t argued when I suggested that we return there? There had been something else there—or more specifically, someone else.

      “That’s what he was after,” I said.

      “Josun?”

      “Not him. I’m still not sure what he might have been after. But Raphe. That was the reason he had gone to the estate.”

      And now we had lost Rebecca. She had disappeared during the attack, her ability returning in time for her to escape, but I suspected that she hadn’t simply departed the estate. She had gone searching for this child.

      As did the Hjan.

      What I wouldn’t give to have Carth and her skills with me. The Great Watcher knew that I’d take even Lorst about now, as much as I hated admitting that fact. But the Hjan feared Carth.

      I tried to work through what I’d seen, searching for connections that didn’t make sense. Everything had to come together; otherwise, there were simply too many pieces and too much coincidence. But what did I really know about everything that I’d discovered here? Josun Elvraeth had been here and possessed one of the crystals. There were factions of the Forgotten, more than I had understood while living in Eban. Protected from those factions, in some ways. And Lorst had sent me here.

      Damn, but could this all be about Lorst?

      “It’s possible,” Cael said.

      I barely had to speak around her these days, she Read me so well. And that was even with me holding barriers up within my mind. With Cael, it no longer mattered. Maybe it was partly helped by the fact that I didn’t have any reason to keep her from my mind. Maybe it was that she was really that skilled.

      “Is that why he sent us here?” I asked.

      “I couldn’t Read him, Galen. If that’s the reason that he sent us here, then…”

      Then he was cleverer than I realized. But the man that I’d met with along the shores in Elaeavn, the one who had spoken to me about how he’d pretended to be the assassin, had not seemed particularly clever. Skilled, but not deceptive.

      “And the child?”

      “I don’t know. The Hjan want the child, but I don’t know why.”

      And Talia hadn’t known anything, or at least, she had claimed that she didn’t know anything. In some ways, she could be as duplicitous as Carth, but then, the spymaster had trained her, and trained her well.

      “If the Hjan are after a child…”

      Cael patted my hand. “I know.”

      I turned from the shores, looking up into the city. Forgotten and Hjan and then the issue with the crystal. Adding to that was what Lorst had told me about what he’d been involved with. Maybe he spoke the truth that I knew nothing. I felt as if I knew nothing.

      And how did I get drawn into all of this?

      I had once wanted nothing more than to stay in my place. I had that in Eban, but it had been taken from me when Cael had appeared. It was almost as if the Great Watcher thought to pull me into whatever it was that was happening, but that couldn’t be. I knew that the Great Watcher had abandoned me years ago.

      “What is it that you want now?” Cael asked.

      Figures that she would get right to the heart of what troubled me. What did I want? When I was in Eban, I had wanted to be the most skilled assassin. Not because I necessarily enjoyed my job—in many ways, I didn’t—but because I knew that others would do the same job were I not involved, and they wouldn’t be nearly as selective as me. There were some jobs that needed doing as hired. I didn’t like them, but then, I didn’t always like the people I had been hired to kill. Most were bad individuals, people who had harmed others. But there were other jobs that I saw completed in ways different than I had been hired. I thought of Carth. I’d been hired to capture her, and I had, but not in the way that Orly had wanted.

      When I was in Eban, I had known who I was. Strange that I struggled as I did leaving that city. It was almost as much as when I left Elaeavn the first time.

      Then I had Isander to distract me. Trying not to die would do that for anyone. And now I had Cael.

      With her, it would be a partnership rather than the mentorship I’d entered into with Isander. And I still feared that she resented the fact that by choosing to stay with me, she chose to abandon her family.

      “You keep coming back to that, and I keep telling you that it doesn’t matter,” she said. “I made a choice. After what I discovered, I’m not sure that I could have stayed in the palace. When my father discovered that I’d returned to the city with one of the Forgotten, and that it was you…”

      I considered that. Her father had been afraid of me. And then when I’d come to Asador with Cael, the Forgotten that I found suspected that I had come for them. And the Hjan had come after Rebecca, one of the Forgotten. And now there was a child missing, one that Rebecca apparently searched for as well.

      “Did she have a child?” I asked.

      Cael frowned but didn’t need to ask me for clarification. “There was no child that I knew,” she said.

      “Why was she exiled?”

      “Father never spoke of those things. Once someone was banished, they were indeed forgotten, as if they didn’t exist.”

      Like me. Only, I’d come back. Much like the rest of the Forgotten wanted to return.

      I paced along the street and realized that we had reached the place where Talia’s shop had burned as I tried to piece things together in my mind. I hadn’t intended to come here but had wandered as my mind worked. The walking helped clear my thoughts. Not as well as it would have at night, on the rooftops, but the more that I walked, the easier it became to start to begin to understand. And then Carth. She had been a part of it, I was certain. Maybe still was.

      “I’m still trapped in some sort of game,” I said.

      “What do you mean that you’re still trapped?” she asked.

      I searched the city. With the Hjan here, and the Forgotten, and now with me bringing Cael, I knew that Asador was the place this game would be played, much like Eban had been the place it had been played the last time.

      “She’s alive,” I said, shaking my head. “Damn, but she has to be.”

      “You think your friend Carth lives?”

      Was she my friend? She had been many things, but I don’t know that I would ever have called her a friend.

      What else would she be but a friend? In all our visits since she took Talia from Eban, she had made a point to stop and visit. Always coming late at night, surprising me when she would appear, simply showing up in the city and appearing before me. Few ever managed to surprise me, and certainly never as often as she did, but I don’t know that I ever saw her coming.

      Much like now.
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      The rooftops of Asador didn’t allow the same travel as Eban, but they offered a few advantages that I didn’t have in Eban. They were higher, for one, and the city sloped downward and toward the harbor, so that when I made it toward the center of the city and crawled along the rooftops, I could see all around me and all the way to the water.

      Cael wasn’t with me, not on this scouting. She couldn’t be, not if I wanted to move as I needed. Instead, Talia traveled with me, moving with more agility than I remembered her having. She might have lost Carth, and she might have lost control of the Binders here, but she still was a talented spy.

      “Carth is gone, Galen,” Talia said again. She’d told me the same thing each time I brought up what I suspected, and the reason that I’d come out at night. Carth had never come to me in the daylight. There was something about the night with her.

      “I know you think she is,” I said. I crept to the front of an overhang and peered over at the ground. The noise from a nearby tavern drifted up, the bouncing energy of it more lively than any I’d ever encountered in Eban. The musicians were different as well, a strange stringed instrument mixing with an oddly haunting harp played by blowing on it. The stomping of feet drifted up to me and mixed with occasional shouts.

      “Not only me,” she said. “The entire network collapsed. The Binders fell apart. I’ve done what I can to maintain it, but she passed too suddenly.”

      That seemed strange to me. Carth was nothing if not prepared. Wouldn’t she have planned for the possibility that she might not survive? She would have had something in place to protect the Binders.

      “How did they collapse?” I asked. “I saw what they had set up in Eban. There’s no way that they would have simply fallen apart.”

      “The Binders had changed in the time that you knew of them. There are things that you could not know, as you were not one of them.”

      “Not as much as you think,” I said. “You haven’t been in Eban for a long time,” I said to her. “The hospital remains. The Binders remain. What Carth built remains. When she visited, she made a point of showing me exactly how she sustained it.”

      Talia fidgeted with a long knife, turning it over in her hands for a moment. She spun it a few times before slipping it up an arm sheath, where it disappeared with a sharp snap. “She should not have shown you all that she did,” she said.

      “You were with me when I first met Carth. Why does this bother you?”

      “If she still lives, I would be disappointed that she did not trust me enough to share.”

      “Would she have shared if it meant another plan failed?” I asked.

      Talia stared out into the night, saying nothing. Standing this close to her, I felt the warmth I remembered, mixed with a familiar scent clinging to her. Cael feared those emotions, I suspected, worried that my past connection to Talia would place ours in danger. But Talia and I had never really shared anything other than potential.

      “How were the Binders organized?” I asked.

      “You saw how they were organized,” Talia told me with a laugh. “You more than any man—well, other than Orly—can make the claim that you know how the Binders are organized.”

      I almost smiled. It was as if she wanted to remember the past we had shared but didn’t dare let herself. Then again, neither did I.

      Talia would have understood the life I led, and she certainly understood what I experienced as an assassin, and had never judged. She had been more than understanding, and almost willing to share in that with me.

      Now that I was with Cael, I wasn’t that person anymore. I probably hadn’t been that same person for a while, though it was hard for me to admit, especially to myself. I viewed myself as an assassin, and with that taken away from me—however voluntarily—I didn’t know what I was meant to be. Perhaps that was why Cael had suggested I come here tonight with Talia.

      “In Eban,” I said. “I know how the Binders were organized within the city, but what about outside Eban? How were they organized there?”

      Talia unsheathed the knife again and spun it in her fingers before slipping it back up her sheath. “Loosely. Each city has a collective much like the Binders. In Eban… you saw how we were organized. Other cities had a different structure.”

      “Not inns and prostitutes?” I asked.

      Talia shrugged. “Most of them are, but not all. Some cities won’t allow women to own property, and others won’t let women run inns. It makes it harder to have a unified approach when there is less coordination.”

      “You came here and started your seamstress shop.”

      “It was not the same, and I knew it. There is less information that flows through there. Gossip, to be sure, but not the same as in the tavern. Men say things when they’re full of ale and when they’re trying to impress a woman.”

      I’d seen that firsthand often enough to know that it was true. That was the simple beauty of the Binders.

      “Why do it?” I asked.

      “Because she asked me. And then when she was gone, the network collapsed,” Talia said. “It should not have, not with Carth and her planning. You’re right about that. But she must have been betrayed; otherwise, it would not have collapsed in the way that it did. You knew Carth. Would she have allowed her people to have come to harm?”

      She wouldn’t. And neither would Talia. “That’s why you remained.”

      “I remained because I could go nowhere else.”

      She looked down, ignoring me, and I realized that I had touched a nerve I hadn’t intended to. Worse, I realized that I hadn’t asked what had happened to her over the last few years. She must have experienced something fairly horrible for her to have taken the edge that she did. She had been willing to sacrifice me—though she claimed that she had not, and that she knew that I would find a way to escape. As much as she looked it, this wasn’t the same Talia that I had known, just as I wasn’t the Galen that she had known. Both of us were different people.

      “Why did you want me to come up here?” she asked.

      “I told you the reason.”

      “You told me that you suspected Carth still lived. You didn’t need me on a rooftop to discover whether that was true.”

      I sighed. “No. I haven’t had the chance to talk to you since…”

      She glanced down at her hands, her breathing steady. “I’m sorry for that,” she said.

      “I would have done the same. If that’s what it took to keep you and your people safe, I would have done the same, and we both know it.”

      “Not about that.” She took a step back from the edge of the roof and carefully settled herself. The tiles here were slick, nothing like the textured slate of Eban. This would be too smooth to run across without falling, negating its advantage. “I… I’m sorry about the way that I left.”

      “You had to go,” I said softly.

      “I could have chosen—”

      “Could you? Would you really have chosen something other than serving the Binders?” I took a seat next to her and held onto her hand. She let out a sigh, one that told me that she started to relax her guard. It was difficult for her, I knew. Difficult for both of us, really. “There is purpose in what you do.”

      “Did,” she said.

      “Because she’s gone doesn’t mean it’s over.”

      “It does,” Talia said. “The Binders—what I could hold onto—began to fail a few months ago. I didn’t know why, not until I began to hear about these men and women from Elaeavn.”

      “They wouldn’t have caused the Binders to fail.”

      Talia sighed again. “She would be so disappointed in me. I think that’s the hardest part of all. And now that she’s gone, I’ve been left with nothing but my own thoughts and memories. Alone. I started to wonder what it would have been like had I stayed in Eban. Always my thoughts went back to you.”

      She looked up at me, and I could see the glimmer of hope hanging in her eyes.

      The last time she’d left, she had been the one to hurt me. I hadn’t even known the depths of my affection for her then, and it had taken nearly losing her to really appreciate it, but this time, I would be the one to hurt her.

      The Great Watcher had set us on a cruel path. Why should one of us always have to hurt the other?

      “A few years ago,” I started, and she raised a finger to my lips.

      “You don’t have to say it.”

      She pulled her finger away, and a part of me wished I could walk back in time, perhaps Slide there as Lorst so easily Slid, so that I could have the time that we missed. Would it even have worked out between the two of us? We were so different and yet, we had shared so much.

      Watching Talia, and knowing the kind of woman she was, I knew that we would have worked. And in many ways, it was a more sensible pairing than with Cael. Cael represented all the things that I wanted to forget: the city, the people, and even myself. Talia represented everything that I was: assassin, protector, and oftentimes criminal.

      Yet… when I was with Cael, it was the man I had been that came forward as if the Great Watcher had decided that enough was enough and I needed to return even if I had been comfortable with my role. Now that I was with Cael, I knew that I hadn’t been.

      “I wish things could be different for us, Talia,” I said. “I was a stupid man then. Had I only…” I shook my head. “I wish that I would have understood my feelings for you sooner, so that we could have had the opportunity to see if there would have been more.”

      “You’re still a stupid man, Galen.” She leaned into me and kissed me gently on the lips.

      It was not a passionate kiss, not like what Cael and I shared where I lost myself with her. This was sweet, and tender, and filled me with memories rather than lust.

      “You’re still a good man, though.”

      “I’ve never been a good man,” I told her.

      “Do you think Carth would have spent as much time with you were you not a good man? You have always undervalued yourself. Even Orly knew it, which I suspect was why he kept you around. He feared the moment you would begin to understand your true worth.”

      I laughed. “Maybe that’s why he placed the price on me that he did.”

      Talia laughed with me, and it felt nice, almost as if we were back in the Brite Pot, sitting in a booth, sharing a secret.

      Then she patted me on the hand and stood. “Carth is gone, Galen. I know you wish it could be otherwise. The stars know I wish it could be otherwise. But she’s gone. And now I have to figure out how to get along without her.”

      Talia walked to the edge of the roof and jumped, disappearing into the night and leaving me with only the lingering memory of her lips, and the warmth of her body, and the soft floral scent she wore.
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      When I went back into the city looking for Rebecca, I had Cael with me.

      She was quiet, and I suspected that she knew what had transpired between Talia and I, though she didn’t say anything about it. For that, I appreciated her even more. She could have easily gotten angry at the fact that I had spent the time I had with Talia, even though nothing had happened between us, but she had not. Yet, there was a hesitance to her as we searched through the city.

      Maybe the hesitance had nothing to do with Talia. Cael focused as we walked, using her ability to Read to try to find where Rebecca might have gone. Cael claimed she should be able to find her more easily now that she knew what she sounded like, though that made no real sense to me.

      We stopped at a small park. It was nothing more than a plaza, really, with a small square of grass, a few elevated beams that children climbed over, and a small circle with a fire burning in the night. The crackling of flames gave the plaza a certain warmth, as did the murmuring of voices.

      My eyes tried sorting through the darkness. With my Sight, I could see clearly through the shadows even with the fire blazing, and saw a few children. As soon as they saw me, they scampered away, disappearing over a low wall.

      “How are we supposed to find a child in Asador?” I asked. “The damned city is overrun with orphans.”

      “Are you sure they’re orphans?”

      I remembered the look on the faces of some of the children that we’d passed. They’d had the wide eyes and sly confidence of an orphan. It was a look I knew well.

      “I’m sure most of them are,” I said, thinking of the boy who’d tried to pickpocket me. I imagined he got away with it most of the time, but then, I had training of my own. I don’t know if Cael even noticed when we were down by the shores.

      “I noticed. I didn’t think they were all orphans.”

      Ever since we first appeared in Asador, there had been lots of children running through the streets. Not all would be orphans, but enough of them would be. After a while, they barely caught my attention.

      I smiled. “That would be clever, wouldn’t it?”

      “What are you talking about?” Cael asked.

      I shook my head. “I can’t shake the feeling that I’m getting played again, moved about a board that I can’t see, but one where I know I’m playing. It’s just the kind of thing Carth would do.”

      Between the Elvraeth in Elaeavn, the Forgotten, and the Hjan, this was a game with greater stakes. It was the kind of game that Carth would have played, and one that she would have enjoyed.

      “These children would make a network almost as effective as the Binders. They slip around, unnoticed. Think of where they could go. Were they caught, no one would say anything.”

      “The children would,” Cael said. “No child is hard enough for what you suggest.”

      I considered what I knew of children like I’d seen around Asador. I couldn’t help but think that some children were that hard. I knew that I had been, at least until Della had taken me in.

      I was probably wrong. If the children were involved, wouldn’t Talia have known? And had she known, she would have used them. That wasn’t the kind of thing that Carth would have kept from her. That left me back at Talia’s belief.

      And made me wrong.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the sense that I’d been used, played in the same way that I had been played before. With Lorst, I don’t think he did it quite as effectively as Orly, though he had played me. But there was something happening in Asador that I still didn’t understand, something that made me feel as if there was a greater game.

      “Galen?” Cael whispered.

      I shook my head. I had to stop thinking like that and try to understand what was happening. First, I still needed to find Rebecca again. Then I needed to understand what she’d lost and why the child was important enough to draw the Hjan here.

      “I’ve got to move past this,” I said. “Whatever else I think, maybe she’s not still alive.”

      “Or she is.”

      I spun at the sound of the voice.

      Carth stood before me, dressed no differently than she ever did. Black leather clung to her body, accenting her curves in a way that would draw most men’s attention. A light cloak covered her shoulders. Her gray-green eyes stared at me with a familiar intensity. The smile on her face was new.

      “Carth,” I said.

      “Galen of Elaeavn,” she said, giving me the same title that she always had. In the past, it had been almost a taunt, something of an insult, especially since I could not return to Elaeavn. But now I wondered if maybe the name wasn’t more fitting than I realized.

      “You were dead,” I said.

      “That’s what they say.”

      “You wanted the Hjan to think you were dead.”

      She nodded, glancing to Cael and quickly taking stock of her. A slight smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. “You’ve found a woman, and one with a spine. She would have made a skilled Binder.”

      Cael’s brow furrowed and her eyes narrowed as she stared at Carth.

      Carth smiled back at her. “Unfortunately, you’ll find that I’m difficult to Read.”

      “Why are you revealing yourself to me?” I asked.

      Carth’s gaze darted around the plaza, and she led me to a darker pool of shadows. I could still make out the drawn expression on her face. “I had no intent to reveal myself, but you, Galen of Elaeavn, have a way of surprising me. In some respects, I should not be surprised. When I learned that you had come to Asador, I knew I needed to be careful, but even my best-laid plans have a way of turning sideways when it comes to you.”

      “I’ve been used by you often enough to know that you have multiple layers of plans.”

      “Used? I have never used you, Galen of Elaeavn. Pushed, perhaps, but I have never had you do anything you would not already have done.”

      I would argue, but she was right. I would have helped the Binders, would have helped Talia, regardless of what Carth wanted. She knew my tendencies and had allowed me to act. Was that using me?

      “Why now?”

      “You’re observant.”

      I grunted. “I’m Sighted.”

      Carth shook her head. “That’s not the same, and you know it. There are many from your homeland who are Sighted but never see. You have learned to recognize when things aren’t as they seem.”

      I studied her face, but as usual with Carth, I couldn’t tell anything from her. “Which side do you serve?” I asked. “I assume this is a game to you as well.”

      She shook her head solemnly. “Not with these stakes. No game.”

      We fell silent for a moment.

      Cael interrupted. “Why can’t I Read you? Why can’t I even tell that you’re here?”

      “There are many kinds of magic in this world, Cael Elvraeth. I would think that given what you’ve experienced that you would understand.”

      I placed my hand on Cael’s arm, wanting to soothe her, and found her trembling.

      It was a strange reaction.

      “The children told you that I was here?” I asked.

      “They didn’t have to. I’ve been watching you since you first appeared, from the moment Talia took you into her custody.”

      All that time, and I hadn’t noticed. And here Carth thought to compliment me on my observational abilities, but with her my Sight failed, leaving me as blind as if I had been dosed with slithca syrup.

      “You should tell her that you live,” I said.

      Carth smiled sadly. “She cannot know. I trust that you can keep this secret?”

      I could, but I didn’t have to like it. “Why won’t you tell her?”

      “Because my time here is limited. We reach toward something greater soon, Galen of Elaeavn. Something that I had not realized you had a role to play, but now that you’re here, I see that you will be integral.”

      “I don’t think I care for the sound of that.”

      “No, I imagine that you wouldn’t. You never did like thinking that someone would force you to do something you would not choose for yourself.”

      “You never answered my question. Which side do you serve?”

      I suspected that she would tell me that she served the Elvraeth. That seemed the most likely, especially given the fact that she hadn’t been surprised to find me here, or with Cael. The Elvraeth would be powerful enough—and possibly rich enough—to hire her for whatever they needed. The others… she had already shown that she would hunt the Hjan, and I didn’t know enough about the Forgotten to know what Carth’s role with them would be.

      “Does there have to be a side?”

      When she’d used me in the past, it had been her side, but I had the sense that there was something more taking place. This wasn’t about her, or what she wanted so much anymore. And it had to be valuable if she had been willing to sacrifice her network—and fake her death.

      “This time, I think there does.”

      Carth smiled. “You remain observant. Tell me, what have you done with Ilian?”

      “Who?”

      “The Hjan you captured.”

      “He goes by Ilian?” I asked. “What kind of name is that?”

      “As with all the Hjan, they choose their name when they are raised. Their old name is forgotten and lost to time.”

      “He was Raphe,” Cael said.

      Carth frowned, and shadows seemed to move around her. “Raphe. Then he would be from Vellum. Fitting that he would choose Ilian. You were able to Read that about him?” she asked Cael.

      “He is difficult to Read,” Cael said carefully. “There is a barrier within his mind that prevents me from reaching beyond a certain point, but I can go into the past with him.”

      “A barrier. Interesting term you use. Few enough are able to Read anything about the Hjan, even beyond their birth. You are a particularly interesting woman, Cael Elvraeth. I see why Galen of Elaeavn was drawn to you.” She watched Cael a moment and shook her head. “You fear what might have been for Galen and for Talia. You should not. They were never meant to be joined. That was part of the reason I pulled her from Eban. It was too risky for them both, and for what must come.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      Carth tipped her head as if hearing something. “You must remain vigilant, Galen of Elaeavn. Now that you’re involved, you will find that this is nothing like the game of Tsatsun.”

      “I was never a very good player anyway.”

      “No? It seems to me that you mastered what you needed to know faster than most. I trust that you will do as you always have.”

      I glanced at Cael. “I’m not the same man that I was when in Eban.”

      “You were never the man you believed yourself in Eban. That is why I trusted you so much.”

      It was so similar to what Talia had said that I had to believe that Carth had told her the same thing. “What does this have to do with the child?” They were connected. They had to be.

      “There was one who claimed to possess something I would acquire.”

      Rebecca. That was who Carth meant. “How does the child fit into it? You would use them in your games?”

      “Not use. I offer these children my protection.”

      Under Carth’s watch, they would be safe. “Then why come to me? What do you need me to do?”

      Carth smiled, flashing the familiar wolfish smile. She was a deadly woman, and one I doubted I could have bested had I needed to. And here I didn’t know what she wanted, or where her allegiances laid.

      “You should do what you’ve always done, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      She jumped, disappearing from the park, leaving Cael and I seemingly alone. Not really alone, though. I had no doubt that she was watching us still.
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      The small room near the docks left me with a claustrophobic feeling. I still hadn’t found Rebecca again and still didn’t know what had happened with the child that the Hjan were after. I stared at the fire, feeling none of the warmth and hating the feeling of uncertainty and impotence.

      “I should have pressed her about the child,” I said to Cael.

      She looked over at me. She sat in one of the rickety chairs and stared at her hands. She’d been silent since we left Carth, almost strangely so. “She didn’t seem interested in telling you anything.”

      “If it mattered, she would have.”

      I believed that, but I also believed that she would have kept anything from me that she thought was unnecessary for me to know. But the children she used, her new Binders, if that was what they were, might have known something about the missing child.

      It all came back to finding Rebecca. Or the child, but I liked my odds of finding her more than that of finding some unknown child.

      After Carth had left us, we had searched the city a while longer, but neither of us was in the right mood. Cael was bothered by something—and had been for the last few days—and I felt the familiar frustration of not knowing what Carth intended.

      Raphe remained tied to the wall, dosed often enough that he couldn’t wake to Slide away. He breathed, but his eyes were closed as the dose of orphum coursed through him. Longer lasting than coxberry, the orphum gave me a chance to consider what we would do next. It had the added benefit of reversibility, though when I brought him out of the stupor caused by the orphum, he’d be sick. Another lesson that I remembered well from Isander.

      I went over to the Hjan. It was time for answers. Using a syringe that I’d made for this purpose, I injected crushed pallad powder mixed with water into Raphe’s arm.

      Immediately, he awoke. And then retched.

      I suppressed my satisfaction.

      “It’s time for you to start talking,” I said.

      He shook his head. “You’ve made a mistake if you believe that your empty threats will frighten me into sharing what I cannot.”

      “Who said they were empty?” I asked.

      He smiled. “You’ve already shown that you lack the fortitude that you claim—”

      My knife caught him in the shoulder.

      I went with the knife because it would hurt more, and because it was a greater show of force than just using a dart. With the dart, I could kill or poison, but no one really feared them.

      “Galen?” Cael asked.

      She rose and started toward me, but I shook my head. I wasn’t going to have her interrupt this. “No. I think it’s time our friend Raphe shares a bit more about why he’s here, don’t you?”

      I twisted the knife in his shoulder, hating myself as I did.

      Raphe winced and clenched his jaw, but he didn’t cry out or say anything. The bastard had been well trained.

      Now it was time to see if I had been better trained.

      “What do the Hjan intend in Asador?” I asked.

      He smiled darkly. “You think it’s only Asador we care about?”

      “Fine. Then what are the Hjan after?”

      “The same as we’ve always been after. The same thing that your friend sought to oppose all those years.”

      “This is nothing more than a power struggle?” I glanced back at Cael, who she watched Raphe but remained silent.

      “This is about what we’re willing to do and what we know that we must do. This is about much more than a power struggle.”

      “And this has to do with Carth?” I asked.

      “That woman… she’s been a part of it for too long.”

      But this wasn’t only about Carth. I could tell that from his face. “And Lorst… You’d know him as Rsiran? How does he fit into all of this?”

      “Lareth,” he said with a sneer. “He’s managed to escape far too many times.” Hatred had bubbled up, surpassing his ability to control it.

      When I’d faced the Hjan before, they had always managed to retain a tight control of their emotions. For him to react like this… that was valuable to know.

      And told me that they were far more afraid of Lorst than they were of Carth. Strange that I would have reversed them. I’d seen the skill that Lorst possessed. His control over knives—whether lorcith only or all metal—impressed me, but it was nothing like what I’d seen from Carth. She moved so silently that I could barely see her. With Lorst, as with other Sliders, there was a flicker of light and a shimmering of color as they Slid, enough that I knew what I was seeing.

      “He was here,” I told Raphe. I needed to see how he’d react and whether I would be able to incite him to share more.

      The other man scanned the room quickly before turning his attention back to me. “Here. Lareth doesn’t venture too far from the city unless he has good reason.”

      “He came for Josun Elvraeth,” I said.

      The smile shifted. “I imagine Lareth would get more than he bargained for if he managed to encounter that one again.”

      “Perhaps. I’ll have to ask the next time I see him.”

      “If he comes for Josun Elvraeth now, I think you may not be seeing your Lorst again.”

      “That wouldn’t bother me, but I doubt that it’ll happen anytime soon. Josun Elvraeth was dosed with the same drug as you. He won’t be Sliding anywhere.”

      I watched as Raphe’s dark smile faded a bit more.

      “How is it that you Slide?” I asked. “You’re not of Elaeavn, and you’re not gifted by the Great Watcher.”

      “Gifted. Is that what you consider yourself? Do you really believe there is some being sitting above the world, watching over everything, who has decided who will be granted abilities and who will not?”

      “Yes,” Cael spoke.

      “You’re Elvraeth. Of course, you would.”

      I studied him, noting the scar behind his ear. There was a similar scar on the other two Hjan that I’d seen. “They did something to you, didn’t they?”

      He smiled. “If you think to convince me to share the secrets of the Hjan, you’re mistaken.”

      I moved close enough to touch the skin behind his ear. The training that I’d had from Della helped me assess what had been done. There was a ridge behind his ear, and I felt something firm, like bone, only I suspected it was not. Metal?

      What purpose would there be in implanting metal?

      But I already knew the answer. I’d seen Lorst using lorcith in such a way that should be impossible, but that he managed to make look simple. Could implanting lorcith have given the Hjan some of their powers?

      I glanced back at Cael, who shook her head. “I… I can’t tell.”

      Sighing, I reached for my pouch and pulled out a vial of slithca and the bottle of orphum. There was a way to find out what effect the metal implant had, but it would be messy.

      Cael watched me. For once, I couldn’t determine the expression in her eyes.
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      The dark silver plate rested on the floor in front of me. I’d cleaned off most of the blood, but I couldn’t get the stink of it out of my nostrils. There was a distinctive coppery scent of blood, and in the small space of this room, it practically overwhelmed me.

      Cael sat across from the plate but had not come to sit by me. Had it bothered her so much seeing me operate on Raphe? It had been years since I had attempted anything like this and never had I worked so closely to the brain. Few men would ever survive something like this. That he had told me that the Hjan had very skilled surgeons working on them.

      When I went in, I thought that they might have removed the bone and replaced it with the lorcith. Were that the case, removing it ran the risk of killing him. I had no real qualms about killing him but would have preferred that there be a reason. Instead, I’d discovered that the plate lay over the bone, but tendrils of it had snaked deeper. I didn’t allow myself to think of what it meant when I yanked it out.

      I’d used a length of thread soaked in a mixture of pressed olives and foxweed. The combination would fight infection. If he survived, I would not have infection be the reason he died.

      “I can hear him now,” Cael said, finally breaking the silence.

      Had the procedure bothered her so much?

      “What can you determine?”

      She swallowed before answering, her eyes fixated on the plate of lorcith. It gleamed in the reflected light from the hearth, the metal cleaned to remove all traces of blood. “Everything.”

      Cael said it with almost a look of revulsion on her face, and I wondered what exactly she heard. What was it that Raphe hid that troubled her so much? He had willingly allowed himself to be altered like this, and had he gone to the Hjan, turning himself into something of a monster, but could I blame him for reaching for power when he had none?

      “That’s just it, Galen,” she whispered. “He was born with gifts given to him by the Great Watcher.”

      “But he’s not of Elaeavn.”

      She shook her head. “He’s not. He was born outside the city, but his grandfather came from Elaeavn. His mother had some ability, but it was weakened, and then he… he was born with almost nothing.”

      “And that?” I asked, pointing to the metal plate.

      “It… augmented his abilities. I don’t think it could give them to him if he didn’t already have them.” She pulled her eyes off the metal plate and looked over at me. “I can hear his memories, can feel the joy he felt when he gained his ability.”

      What would it have been like to be born, as he had, with almost no ability and then to suddenly develop such skill? I could imagine. Without my Sight, what would I be?

      Cael frowned at me. “Your Sight doesn’t make you who you are. I wish you’d stop thinking of yourself as this… this terrible person. That’s not the man I met in Elaeavn. That’s not the man who risked himself to rescue me.” She stepped over the plate on the ground and took my hands. “Something happened when we came here, Galen.”

      I took a deep breath. “I know. And I’m sorry about that. I didn’t want to force you to deal with Talia.”

      “That’s not it. You don’t have to apologize for who you were and who you cared about. Knowing that you cared about her makes it easier. You suffered for so long alone in Eban.” She looked into my eyes, and I realized that I could lose myself in hers. When I stared at her, I felt the urge to be better and knew that I failed. “I’m happy to know that you were not always alone. There’s jealousy when I see you with her, and see how beautiful she is, and think of how the two of you could have been, but then I Read you,” she went on, not afraid to admit how she Read me, “and I feel how conflicted you were. And are. You wonder what could have been, and I think that’s natural. I wonder what would have been had you never been exiled in the first place. Would we ever have met? What would have been had I not lost the crystal?

      “There are dozens of choices we make each day that could change our path, and most so small that it’s impossible to recognize them. Then there are the larger choices, the ones that we know will change us. Since meeting you, I know how you will choose even without Reading you. That’s why I care about you, why I choose to be with you. It’s the reason I love you, Galen.”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. Even knowing that she could Read me, knowing how well she knew my thoughts, it was different when she shared with me. And since we’d come to Asador, there had been something of a wedge between us.

      And I was that wedge.

      “I thought that seeing her wouldn’t be hard, especially now that I’m with you.”

      “You cared for her.”

      “I met her at a time when I had no one. I’d gone to Eban seeking my own way, separating from Isander. She let me visit her tavern. It was a sanctuary of sorts. A place where I didn’t have to be the assassin. And then I did. When she was hurt, I saw how far I would go for people I care about, and found out exactly what I would do. There’s darkness within me, Cael. That’s part of the reason I was Forgotten.”

      “You were Forgotten because a foolish man thought that his title and place in the city gave him more power than he deserved.”

      “It doesn’t change what I did for Talia.”

      “Nor should it. She’s alive because of you. That’s what she thinks about every time she sees you. Did you know that?”

      I shook my head. Talia wouldn’t share that weakness with me, even if it didn’t matter. “That’s the reason she wears the scarf.”

      “I know.”

      “She was bleeding heavily. There was only one way to save her.”

      “You could have died yourself. She knows that and she fears that’s part of the reason she cares so deeply for you, though she should not. She cared for you long before you gifted her your blood.”

      I had tried to put the darkness of that time out of my mind. Nothing good would come of it. Talia lived, then she left, taken from the city by Carth.

      “I fear that if something happens to you…”

      Cael leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. Electricity sizzled through me, tingling through my face and down through my body. There was passion only in the kiss, and she left me with a longing.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want to be that person again,” I said. “I don’t want to be the assassin anymore.”

      It was the first time I had admitted that to myself.

      When we ran from Eban, I had done what was needed to keep us alive. There had been killing, but not the kind that made me a monster, nothing like what I’d done after Talia had been injured. The longer that I was with Cael, the less I wanted to be that person anymore. I didn’t think that I could be Galen of Elaeavn as Carth taunted, but I could be Galen. Not the assassin. Not anything. Only Galen.

      “I know that you’ll do what you have to, and only that.” She kissed me again, and all the anxiety that had been building in my chest since we’d arrived began to ease. Now that it did, I understood why I’d felt it. There was a connection to Cael that had been missing. She was my peace, the anchor which kept me from becoming the monster that so many wanted me to be. “You have never needed an anchor,” she whispered in my ear, “but I’ll be happy to hold you down if that’s what you want.”

      The comment brought a smile to my lips, and I kissed her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          20

        

      

    
    
      When Raphe started to come around, I was ready. His arms were loosely bound, and he was dosed lightly with slithca. I didn’t want to risk him Sliding away until I knew whether removing the plate had made any sort of difference with him. Cael said that he had some ability before the plate had been implanted; I needed to know if any remained.

      I’d spent the last day searching for signs of Rebecca and failing.

      In Eban, I would have sources I could go to, people who owed favors, but I had nothing in Asador. Talia did. And everyone she asked had no different answer. It was as if Rebecca had disappeared completely. Given that she could Slide, that wasn’t a surprise.

      I found no evidence of Carth. I considered questioning the children but decided against it.

      I still hadn’t said anything to Talia, and I wouldn’t until Carth—if Carth—decided that she wanted Talia to know. Telling her risked Carth’s disappointment, and that was not something I wanted. It also risked her anger, which was something I feared.

      But Talia now knew what I’d done to the Hjan. And she knew what we suspected about the source of their power. From the hard and angry look on her face, I suspected that she longed for the chance to find another of the Hjan.

      Now I needed Raphe to awaken so I could question him.

      The damned man seemed like he wanted nothing more than to take his time in this. And after what we’d put him through, I couldn’t blame him.

      He startled awake and kicked his legs as soon as he saw me.

      “What did you do?” he growled.

      I sat down in front of him, crossing my legs. I placed a long knife atop my lap, the same knife that I’d used to help me remove the plate. “You might not know it, but I was once a skilled healer. Oh, not as skilled as some, but I learned the way to mix herbs and medicines, to bind wounds with poultices, and even some basic surgery.”

      That last hung in the air for a moment.

      He tried to move his hands, but I had left him bound for now. Eventually, I would have to choose whether to release him or kill him and what he said over the next few minutes would make that decision for me.

      “What did you do?” he repeated. This time there was less intensity in the question. Now there was fear.

      “Your grandfather was exiled,” I said, watching Raphe’s face.

      He glared at me, the corners of his eyes twitching and telling me that it was true. Not that I needed confirmation. Cael had already Read him, but I needed to know what he would do now.

      “How many of the Hjan are descended from the exiles?” I asked.

      He looked around, his dark eyes narrowing as he tried to see where Cael sat, but she crouched in the shadows, far removed from where his gaze could reach her. In that, she had agreed with me. “Where is your Reader? She’s here, isn’t she? That’s how you know.”

      “Let me guess the answer to that: all of them. There must be some power for your other tricks to work. That’s why you resent the Elvraeth, isn’t it?”

      A hint of his confidence returned, enough that I wondered if he would ever do what we needed to find the child. “I’d call it a little more than resentment. I thought that Galen of Elaeavn would understand. The exiled assassin. But you’re nothing more than a lapdog for the Elvraeth now, aren’t you?”

      “A lapdog still gets treats,” I said.

      “And still wears the collar and leash.”

      I lifted the plate and tapped it on the ground. “You’d do anything to gain the power those born within the city possess, wouldn’t you?”

      His eyes drifted to the plate, hot and angry.

      I flicked the plate toward the fire. I didn’t know if the flames were hot enough to consume the metal, and I didn’t care. Lorst would know, I suspected, but then, Lorst would probably have used the plate to kill the Hjan. In that way, maybe I wasn’t the man I had always believed myself to be.

      “There’s something about being born in the city that makes a difference,” I said. “And considering the way that you sought the crystal, I’m guessing that’s the secret.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?”

      “None.”

      “You’ve sealed your fate, assassin. You won’t survive—”

      “You will tell Galen where to find the child,” Cael said, stepping forward.

      Raphe tried to keep his mouth from opening, fighting Cael and the Compelling that she’d used on him, but he could no more fight the rush of the river. “The child lives in the city. We know she’s here, but we have not found her.”

      “You’ve found others,” Cael said. Anger dripped from her, rage concentrated in a way that I’d never seen from her before.

      “We recruit in many places, Reader.”

      “You steal children,” Cael snapped.

      “Steal? Is it stealing when they’re unwanted, when they’re allowed to wander the streets? Is it stealing when we give them a home, a place where they’re wanted? We teach them, yes, but the decision to join is theirs, as it must be.”

      Cael looked as if she wanted to jump at the man. “Tell him why this one is important.”

      “Ah, that is why you care. Do not worry—”

      “Tell him.”

      Raphe glanced at me. “We would trade her for the crystal. The exile possesses it.”

      “Rebecca?” I asked. “She didn’t have the crystal.”

      He stared at me. “You won’t get the answers you want from me. Besides, you’re running out of time.”

      “Galen—” Cael started.

      The edge in her voice forced me to my feet. I grabbed a handful of darts and quickly tipped them as I swung my gaze around the room. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure. It felt like… like him.”

      Hjan.

      Raphe smiled.

      “Why smile? You’re no longer one of them,” I said.

      “You can’t understand. You might have been exiled, but you never cared about the return. There are those who do and have taken steps to do all that we can to return. That time comes soon, assassin, and there can be none who will stop it.”

      The shimmer of light indicating the Slide was so fast and so subtle that I almost missed it. A figure appeared, and I flicked three darts, using a combination of coxberry and terad. It wouldn’t matter if they killed, but I feared the Hjan having immunity to one of my poisons. Better to attack with more than one.

      I almost missed the second Slider.

      It came behind me, near Cael.

      She cried out, though her voice was muffled. Somehow, I felt her fear, as if she let me Read her.

      Slipping my hand into my pocket, I grabbed for a pair of knives and dropped to the ground, rolling away as I threw.

      Cael jerked herself down.

      The first knife missed. The second struck somewhere, but there was another flicker and then it was gone. Whoever I’d hit was gone.

      Looking around the room, the other Hjan was gone as well, and Raphe was dead, his throat cut and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      Two of my darts were missing.

      “Come on,” I said to Cael.

      “They came to kill him?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. I couldn’t understand why they would have attacked him like that unless he knew more than he had shared. But if he knew more, Cael had already Read him. If only we could understand what would be so important to the Hjan for them to come here not to rescue but to kill one of their own.

      They wanted the child because they believed Rebecca had the crystal. Carth protected a child because she thought the same. With all the rumors in the city, the damn thing had to be here, but where?

      Rebecca was the one thing that joined them together, but why? How?

      The streets were awash with activity this close to the harbor. Lights bobbed out on the water from dozens of boats. People jostled past us, none paying us any attention. The full moon hung fat and full in the sky, and a few stars twinkled softly.

      I could almost imagine myself back in Eban.

      I paused for a moment, and Cael squeezed my hand, dragging me from those thoughts. It wasn’t that I wanted to return to Eban. It was the familiarity had there, and the understanding of the different forces I faced. I knew Orly and knew what he wanted of Eban. The Great Watcher knew I had been there to help some of it. But here in Asador, with all these different interests lining up on various sides, I felt out of my element.

      “Why not change that?” Cael asked. When I frowned, she added, “What would you have done in Eban?”

      “Gone to Orly by this point.”

      “I doubt you would have gone to him.”

      “Most of the time, I worked for him. The last few years, he’d consolidated the power in the city, pushing the other thief-masters out…”

      I frowned.

      “Is that what this is?” I asked softly, and mostly to myself.

      Could this be an attempt to consolidate power, only on a grander scale? Not for control of the city, but for control of much more?

      I started up the street, away from the harbor, trying to puzzle through this.

      “Where are we going?” Cael asked.

      “You didn’t Read me?”

      “I’m searching for Rebecca.”

      That was good. She was a part of it somehow. “Two of my darts struck the Hjan. He might have Slid away from us, but he won’t have gotten far.”

      “Which two?”

      “One of coxberry, and one of terad.”

      “Terad is fatal.”

      “Not to them.”

      We pushed through the crowd and had neared a small rise on the hill when I caught sight of him. He moved slowly, the additive effect of the two drugs slowing him, but he still managed to drift in and out of shadows along the street.

      Once we found him, I had a different problem to solve: If this was a consolidation of power like I’d experienced in Eban, who was the equivalent of Orly?
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      The Hjan barely turned when I pressed my knife into his back.

      “Assassin. Have it over if you intend to do it in the street.”

      “You killed Raphe,” I said.

      “He served the cause and his time was done.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, pushing harder with my knife, forcing him to step into one of the nearby alleys, and away from Cael and I. The shadows that drifted across created a blanket over us, shielding us from the people on the street. There weren’t many willing to go into a darkened alley at night in any city.

      “You’re outside your home, assassin. Return and serve as you have.”

      “Serve. Is that what you think I’ve been doing?”

      He turned his head to the side and offered a hint of a smile. “You’ve served well enough.”

      “What were you afraid he’d share?”

      The Hjan closed his eyes. “Others are coming, assassin. Choose whether you die now or later.”

      “How about I perform the same surgery on you as I did on Raphe?” I asked him.

      “If you must. I am prepared for such sacrifice. But are you?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “You who have been so willing to die for so many years, now there’s a reason to live, isn’t there? Such reasons make it harder to serve as you had.” He smiled sadly and shook his head. “Go now so that you can live. Remaining here will only lead to more sadness for you, assassin.”

      He was Reading me.

      And he could Slide.

      What else could he do?

      More than a single ability usually meant Elvraeth, but this was one of the Hjan.

      “Cael?” I said.

      “It’s possible,” she said.

      I had to make a decision. Power was consolidating around me, and I would need to choose which side to support, if any. In Eban, I had allowed Orly to take over, choosing not to get involved. Orly had been better than some, but I always knew that I could have made a different choice, one that would have helped more people, had I only been willing to step forward and out of the shadows. I was skilled enough.

      But I had not.

      Now I had a chance to do the same, only this time, the stakes were larger. I didn’t know enough about what I was dealing with, but if I acted now, I wouldn’t be doing it for a job, or to protect only those closest to me. I’d be doing it for reasons beyond me.

      Cael watched me as if understanding my struggle. The Hjan’s body tensed, and I detected that he would act soon.

      I considered what I could do with him, but leaving him here, letting him live… there was too much danger there. I’d seen what the Hjan wanted and what they were willing to do to achieve their goals.

      I might not understand all that I faced, but I knew enough to recognize the Hjan couldn’t be a part of it.

      As the man started to spin, I jammed my knife into his back, pulling up with as much force as I could. He managed to turn, pulling the knife free from my hand. Blood burbled from his lips. “A mistake, assassin. You’ve chosen, and now you’ll be hunted, too. What are you against what is coming?”

      What was I? I was a man willing to do what I could. Not because I wanted to, or because I wanted power, but because the alternatives were worse. That had to be enough.

      He lunged, but I was ready for it and stepped to the side.

      As he fell forward, I grabbed the knife from his back and stabbed him a second time. He stopped moving.

      I wiped the blood from the blade and glanced over to Cael.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I want to be a different person, especially when I’m with you, but I keep getting dragged back to…”

      She stopped me with a hand brushing against my face. “You are a different person, Galen. This was not the work of an assassin. You did what was needed for a greater cause.”

      I stared at the fallen Hjan. “Not assassin’s work. I wouldn’t have left him quite so bloody.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “I know. We’re trying to find sides and understand what’s taking place, but I don’t even know what the greater cause is.”

      “You compare this to Eban. Who would you see in control?”

      “I don’t know enough about what we’re dealing with to make that decision.”

      We left the dead Hjan and moved back into the street. I scanned every person we saw, worried that another of the Hjan might appear. The last man seemed as if he had been waiting for someone. Nothing struck me. Only the usual people of Asador, none of them even aware of what had been taking place in the alley, or that there was something more that they should fear.

      “Power is difficult,” Cael said. “There are some who seek it and should not have it. There are some who have it who don’t know how to use it. And there are some who don’t want it but should.”

      “What about those who have it and should keep it?” I asked.

      Cael smiled. “That’s almost as rare as…”

      Her eyes widened suddenly.

      “She’s here.”

      “Who?” I made a steady circle in place, worried about who might attack now. “Talia? Carth?” Either would be helpful if we faced the Hjan again, though I’d much rather have Carth with me.

      “No. Rebecca.”

      She slipped between a group of people, stepping past a gang of children that I noticed disappearing into the alley where we’d left the dead Hjan. I thought about stopping them. Finding a body like that was nothing for children to see, but Cael had almost disappeared.

      Near an intersection, she paused. “I still hear her, but she’s moving quickly.”

      “She’s a Slider,” I reminded Cael.

      “This isn’t Sliding.”

      We darted forward, and I finally saw Rebecca. As I did, I realized where we were.

      Back near the estate.

      “What is she doing? Why would she go back here?” I couldn’t imagine a reason that she’d have gone back. We knew that the Forgotten had controlled the estate and that there was something about it that prevented her from Sliding. Returning—and by herself—was dangerous.

      “I can think of a reason,” Cael said.

      “The child?”

      She nodded.

      Damn.

      I started thinking about my options. I couldn’t let Rebecca risk herself like that without help. In some ways, it was my fault that the child was missing. Had I not forced her away from the estate, she would have been there with the child.

      “I might need help with this, and I don’t want to risk you getting hurt.”

      “Galen—”

      I shook my head. “Not with this. Help in a different way,” I suggested. She bit her lip as she waited for me to explain. “Find Talia for me.”

      “Only Talia. What of Carth?”

      I glanced back down the street from the direction we came, thinking about the children who had disappeared into the alley. If I was right…

      “I think Carth already knows,” I told her.

      Cael traced her fingers along my cheek, leaving my skin tingling. “Come back to me.”

      There was an edge of her Compelling me, not that I needed it. “I will.”
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      I reached the estate after Rebecca disappeared behind the gate. A few guards prowled once more, almost as if there had never been an earlier attack, enough that I knew I couldn’t take them all out. And maybe I didn’t have to. If I could sneak over the wall, I wouldn’t need to kill all of these men. That wasn’t the reason that I was here. I needed to get to Rebecca, help her find the child, and then get back out again. Anything beyond that would be killing for no reason.

      Vines crept along the side of the wall, and I used these to grab hold and throw myself to the top. Pausing there, I stared up at the sky, checking the darts I had. Two dozen. Hopefully enough for what I had to do.

      Normally, I wouldn’t tip so many darts at once, but this time I wouldn’t take the risk of leaving myself unprepared. I had three knives—all steel now that I’d seen what some of these people were able to do—but no sword. If there were sellswords here, I’d want another way past them anyway.

      With my darts readied, I rolled and stared into the yard.

      I held my breath, studying what might be down below me.

      Nothing moved, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone here.

      I had survived much because of my Sight, but I didn’t depend on it completely. When I had trained with Isander, I learned that I couldn’t rely on any one skill more than another. That way was destined to fail.

      Though I might not be a Listener, I knew the sounds of the night. This far into the city, the noise closer to the harbor, that of the taverns and the music, faded to little more than that a soft murmuring. Wind blew through and carried with it the scent of the sea, one that smelled more of fish and salt than it did in Elaeavn.

      There was more on the wind than only that.

      There was a bitter scent to the air, like a mixture of pine and carnash root. I’d smelled it before and associated it with the Hjan. Were they here to attack, or to defend?

      I wished Carth would appear. This type of attack suited her skills better than mine, especially since in the months since leaving Eban, I had little opportunity—or desire—to lurk in the shadows as I once had.

      Rolling a pair of darts between my fingers, I dropped to the ground.

      The motion sent shadows skirting through the yard.

      I slipped along the wall, staying in deeper wells of shadow. A form against the wall bulged where it shouldn’t, the shape looking nothing like the otherwise smooth lines.

      Using a coxberry dart, I hit the shadow.

      The man fell.

      I darted forward. One of the Hjan. He stared at me with glassy eyes, ones that were not quite fully closed, even with the concentrated dose that I’d used on him. When he saw me, he opened his mouth as if to say something, but I slipped my knife through his heart.

      With the Hjan, I had no remorse. I’d seen what they had done and what they were willing to do. And I’d seen Cael’s anger at how they took children. It matched the anger I usually had for slavers willing to claim women and turn them into courtesans, forcing them into prostitution.

      Shadows shifted behind me, and I rolled, flipping a pair of darts as I did.

      Talia dropped, both darts missing. She moved more quickly than I would have expected. Whatever training—and techniques—she’d gained from Carth saved her. “Damn, Galen. You sent for me!”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know you were here.”

      She noticed the dead Hjan. “How many?”

      “Besides the two who came to your hideout?”

      “Two came?”

      I nodded curtly, backing against the wall to look through the yard. “Two came. They killed Raphe and disappeared. I managed to slow one of them with coxberry and left him dead on the street.”

      “You’ve gotten more skilled.”

      “Lucky,” I said.

      “Not luck if you’re taking out the Hjan, Galen. Carth would have been—”

      She whipped her head to the side, sending a slender blade streaking through the darkness. When it hit, she dropped and threw another.

      Her movements were deadly and accurate. In the span of a heartbeat, she’d killed two.

      I hurried over to them and realized that they were both Hjan.

      “I think that you’re the one deserving of the accolades,” I said.

      “Carth trained me well.”

      “I see that.”

      “There are too many here. Whatever is happening in the estate is important.”

      I figured that as well. “It’s the child. I don’t know why they want her, but Raphe claimed the child is descended from two bloodlines. Does that make sense to you?”

      Her lips pressed together in a tight frown, and I knew that it did. “You’re certain?”

      “Cael Read him.”

      Talia turned her attention to the darkened building near the center of the yard. “Before she died, Carth suspected that the Hjan searched for something. You’ve seen the way that they gain their powers.”

      I nodded. “And removed them.”

      “You did?”

      I told her how I had taken the plate from Raphe and how Cael had managed to Read him once it was out. “They have abilities without the implants, though. Seems like they’re descended from Elaeavn exiles. Forgotten.” How many Forgotten had been convinced to serve the Hjan? Was that why both the Hjan and these Forgotten had come to the city?

      “They have gained something like your Elaeavn foresight. They have Seers with augmented abilities as well. Carth always said they were the most dangerous. They would know before you attacked.”

      I thought of what I knew about that particular ability. It was rare, even in Elaeavn, and one that was usually reserved for the Elvraeth only. “The visions are not fully determined,” I said. “Even the Elvraeth know they can be changed.”

      Talia nodded. “But if you know enough about what could happen, you can see certain that it does happen.”

      “And Carth?”

      “She had something about her that protected her from it.”

      I imagine that it would be something the Hjan would very much like to understand. “And the child?”

      “You know there are other kinds of magic in the world, Galen. If the child is descended from paired bloodlines, it’s possible that she has some of that magic.”

      “Like Carth,” I realized.

      Talia nodded. “Like Carth did.”

      I didn’t correct her. I’d given Carth my word that I wouldn’t, but of all the people that Carth worked with, I didn’t understand why she hadn’t told Talia.

      Unless there was an angle there that I didn’t know.

      Carth moved on a different level than I could understand, skilled at games that most didn’t know they were even playing. It was possible that Carth hid something from Talia to guide her in a certain direction.

      “Are you ready to get into the estate?” I asked.

      Talia ran her hand across a leather pouch that I hadn’t noticed before. “I’m as ready as I can be. Let’s go save this child.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          23

        

      

    
    
      I crept around to a window and peeked inside. I didn’t think anyone moved, but I wasn’t sure. Talia stood on her toes next to me and pulled herself so that she could look into the window. When content that she didn’t see anything, she kicked through it with a loud crash and went rolling inside.

      Damn her!

      I jumped up and threw myself after her, pulling on a handful of darts as I did.

      Once inside, five men quickly surrounded us. None appeared to be Hjan—interesting that the only Hjan we’d encountered had been outside—and none able to Slide. Talia spun with such speed and ferocity that I could hardly believe it. All five men went down before I could so much as move.

      “Guess you got them,” I said.

      “You were too slow.”

      “I’m going to need a little time to keep up, it seems.”

      She started forward, creeping into the main room. As she did, three other men jumped out. Talia took them down with a flashing speed, slicing through them with a pair of knives before slipping them back into her wrist sheaths.

      “Check this level,” I said. “I’m going up.”

      She nodded.

      I was thankful she didn’t argue. I hadn’t seen Talia fight before. Knowing that she trained with Carth, there was no question that she could fight, only that I had not seen it. But now that I had, I wondered why she felt as if she had needed Carth’s help. It was almost as if Talia had been dependent on Carth for so long that she forgot how capable she was.

      At the top of the stairs, I paused, searching for movement.

      A row of doors lined the hall. When we’d come here before, I’d searched these rooms and found nothing. I started forward slowly, carefully, pausing at each door. The first two were empty. At the third, someone grabbed my wrist and threw me inside.

      I’m strong, and my years of climbing the rooftops in Eban had only made me stronger, but whoever pulled me inside had even more strength than me.

      Rather than fighting, I let myself get thrown inside, and I rolled, jerking away as I did.

      I readied a pair of darts and flipped them as soon as I was free.

      They flew straight, striking a tall man with a flash of green eyes.

      He lumbered toward me. At least he walked rather than Slid. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to counter strength and Sliding.

      My next dart caught him in the neck, and he started to sag.

      I rolled again, staying out of his reach. What kind of monster was this to remain standing after so many darts?

      Another pair of darts hit him, this time in the chest and stomach. All the darts hung from him, so I knew they hit their mark.

      The man struggled to stay upright.

      Two more darts and he fell.

      I breathed out heavily, letting myself relax.

      What was this?

      I waited a moment, afraid he might get up again, but he didn’t move. I’d lost track of whether I used terad or coxberry on him, but likely a combination of both given how much it had taken to slow him.

      I searched the room, but it was otherwise empty. Nothing here… other than some massive man intended to slow me.

      Wanting to retrieve my darts, I rushed back into the hall instead. If I made it out of here alive, I’d go back for the darts. I probably only had a dozen or so left, enough that I could slow a few men, but not too many more like that monster.

      In the hall, I came face to face with Rebecca and another man.

      Between them was the child that I suspected I’d been searching for.

      Tears streamed down Rebecca’s face, and she shook her head.

      The man turned to me, a wide smile spreading across his face. He was one of the Hjan, and I recognized him. I’d seen him in Eban before.

      “The assassin. You have returned.”

      “Unhand the girl.”

      His smile spread. “You would separate the child from her mother?”

      Mother? I almost made the mistake of looking at Rebecca. “I would separate her from you.”

      Rebecca shook her head. “You don’t understand. This is the only way I can keep her safe—”

      “The child comes with me,” the Hjan said. “And the woman.”

      Rebecca had been a hostage when I’d grabbed her before, but it looked like she had been a willing hostage. She was the child’s mother.

      “They’re both staying,” I said and flipped a pair of darts at him.

      He released the child long enough to grab the darts out of the air and crush them in his fist. “Assassin, you were better off in Eban.”

      “I’ve heard that,” I said. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m here.”

      I flipped two handfuls of darts, all that I had remaining. All I needed was for one to hit, to slow him. But none did.

      Damn.

      “And now you’re out,” he said. “Too bad. You really were skilled.”

      He moved so quickly that I almost didn’t see it.

      I jumped to the side, rolling as a knife streaked through the air.

      As I did, I saw another shadow appear.

      Another Hjan?

      This moved as fast as a snake and grabbed the Hjan, wrestling him back and freeing the child from his grip.

      Carth grappled with the man, a fierce determination to her face. “Take them, Galen, and go.”

      She spoke so calmly, but the set of her jaw told me how hard she strained.

      I grabbed the child and pulled on Rebecca, taking them both with me.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Talia joined us. Her shirt was torn, revealing a wide gash with blood trickling out. Her eyes were glazed, and she staggered. She wouldn’t be able to stand for much longer.

      “Help her,” I told Rebecca.

      She glanced at the girl before nodding and slipping an arm around Talia. “He will come for us,” she whispered.

      “No. He won’t.”

      “You don’t understand what he’s capable of doing.”

      “And you don’t understand what she’s capable of doing.”

      Talia stared blankly and still hadn’t heard a thing we said.

      But that was fine. Carth hadn’t wanted her to know, so she still wouldn’t hear it from me.
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      Talia rested, her wound stitched and orphum keeping her from waking for now. When she did awaken, she’d be in pain and would need time to recover.

      I glanced at Rebecca and the child. The Hjan had implied that Rebecca was the child’s mother, but that wouldn’t have been possible. They were too close in age to make that likely; even among the Elaeavn, there were things that were considered proper.

      “They’re sisters, aren’t they?” I asked Cael.

      She held my hand as we sat near the hearth. “Sisters. I didn’t recognize Karyn before you brought her here.”

      “You know her?”

      Cael nodded. “I do. Did. But I didn’t know that Rebecca had been exiled.” Cael fell silent for a while. “She didn’t want her sister to suffer. She’d been willing to do anything to see her sister returned to Elaeavn.”

      “Did Rebecca know where to find the crystal?”

      “She’s seen it, but I can’t tell more than that. She intended to trade it for her sister’s safety.”

      “To the Hjan?”

      Cael shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Rebecca looked up and I motioned her to join us.

      “Where is it?” I asked.

      She stared at me blankly.

      “The crystal. You have it.”

      She swallowed. “Others had it. I used that to make them think I did so that I could get Karyn to safety. You gave me the opportunity when Josun was taken from the city.”

      “A dangerous game,” I said.

      Rebecca looked at her sister. “One that I would play again if needed.”

      “You intend to return her to Elaeavn?”

      She hesitated. “We… We can’t return. We’ve been exiled. I will honor the will of the council.”

      “Why? What did you do?” I asked.

      Cael shot me a look. “Galen!”

      “I’d like to know what would exile one of the Elvraeth.”

      Rebecca looked away without answering, and I decided not to push.

      “Fine. I can offer a different kind of safety. For both of you.”

      Rebecca watched me, and I prayed Carth would help.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Does Talia know?” Carth asked.

      We stood in the shadows where she had appeared. I suspected that she’d been watching and was grateful that she’d come. “She’ll live.”

      “I know that she’ll live. You would have told me that first.”

      I smiled. “Who was he?”

      “Was?”

      I looked at Carth. In the shadows, I could see the slight swelling along her jaw, the early purpling of the bruising that would be worse over the next few days. “You wouldn’t be here if he still lived.”

      Carth laughed. “I am pleased you escaped Eban, Galen.”

      “You don’t want to share?”

      “He was one head of the Hjan. He’s one I’ve tried to find for the last few months.”

      “The reason you pretended to die?”

      She tipped her head. “Partly.”

      “But you’re not dead.”

      Carth smiled tightly. “I am not.”

      “You protected the children so the Hjan wouldn’t claim them?”

      “Protect. They are safe.”

      “And Rebecca? Karyn?”

      Carth frowned. “I have not protected your city’s exiles before.”

      “If the Hjan seek to claim them—”

      “I did not say I wouldn’t. I will bring them along slowly, but they will be safe.” Carth flashed a hard smile. “Perhaps it is best that I begin bringing them in if it will weaken the Hjan.”

      I laughed softly and let silence sit between us. “Will you tell Talia now?”

      “I think that Talia will know soon. For now, it’s enough that she has discovered she is capable on her own, don’t you?”

      “This was part of your plan? You wanted her to discover what she was capable of doing?”

      “Not the plan, but a beneficial effect, I think. When she learns that I live, she’ll be better able to help me.”

      “And what is it that you intend to do, Carth?”

      She looked at me, holding me with her intense gaze. “I still intend to stop the war, Galen of Eban. For that, I must claim one more thing. And I will need your help.”
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      I made my way along the shores of Asador. From here, the city almost looked peaceful and had I not experienced what I had over the last few days, I might have believed that it was. But too much had happened for me to think Asador remained the peaceful city I had once believed it to be.

      Not only the memories of what I’d seen made me feel that way. There was the hint of smoke in the air, the bitter bit of the ash that lingered in spite of the fires having long been put out. Parts of the city lost, burned because the Hjan wanted something.

      So far, they did not have it. Were it up to me, they would not ever get it.

      Cael trailed a finger through the water, her beautiful round face catching the early morning sunlight. When she noticed me looking—likely Read that I looked—she smiled.

      “You still act like you don’t know what you’re supposed to do.”

      “It’s no act. I don’t know. Every time I think I know, I get pulled back to the man I had been.”

      Cael wiped her finger on her dress. With her blond hair and full figure, Cael was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. And for some reason, she’d decided that she would be with me.

      “You know the reason, Galen.”

      I chuckled. “Sometimes it helps when you Read me, and sometimes I think it makes it harder.”

      “Isn’t it like that with any gift?”

      I didn’t need to answer. There were things I wish I would never have had to see, things where my Sight made it difficult for me to unsee. In the time that I’d been with Cael, those events were less and less common, but they still occurred. I couldn’t change the person I had been overnight, as much as I might no longer want to be that person.

      “They sent me here for Josun Elvraeth, and we’ve done that. He’s captured. And now Carth will protect the rest of the exiles.” At least, that was what I took away from our conversation. I hoped it would be true.

      Cael’s face darkened a moment. If I didn’t know her as well as I did, I might have missed it. Something about that still troubled her. “You’re not ready to return.”

      “Can I return without the crystal? I know what it is now, and if I leave it, and if these others manage to claim it, I don’t know what they might do with it. And Carth wants me to find it.”

      The problem was I suspected what might happen with it. I’d faced the Hjan before, and I don’t know how well Lorst—or Rsiran, or whatever he wanted to call himself—knew the Hjan, but I understood how dangerous they were, even if he did not. Letting them have the crystal… I might not know everything the crystals meant, but I knew enough to understand that they needed to remain in the possession of the Elvraeth.

      “He doesn’t think the Elvraeth should possess them,” Cael reminded me. She followed my thoughts as she so often did, Read me so that we didn’t fully have to speak. I wondered if I would be able to hear her were she to attempt to communicate wordlessly with me. I suspected that it was possible, but we’d never fully tested it.

      “He doesn’t,” I agreed, “but I’m not sure that he’s the right person to be making that decision.”

      “Because he’s not Elvraeth?”

      “You don’t have a problem with that?”

      “Not as I once did.”

      “Why? What has he said that convinced you otherwise?”

      “It wasn’t him who convinced me.”

      I took her hand, and we wandered across the rocks on the shore. This was something I suspected Lorst missed. With his ability to Slide, he probably never slowed down to enjoy the moment, the feeling of his woman’s hand, the beauty of the sunrise, or the warm breeze blowing in off the sea.

      Cael squeezed my hand. “I wonder how you were ever the man you claimed to be.”

      “I was dark enough.”

      “I’ve never doubted that. You wouldn’t have saved me were that not the case, but you have softness within you as well.”

      “Don’t ever let Orly know that.”

      She smiled. “I think he has more softness in him than he wants others to know as well.”

      I couldn’t imagine anyone ever calling Orly soft. He was ruthless and had consolidated all of Eban under his control. There weren’t many men who had that kind of mindset and were able to do what I’d seen him do—what I’d been a part of, however unwittingly.

      “When you were brought before the council,” Cael started, her voice soft as she spoke, “I begged my father to let you free. You had done everything you could to return the crystal. You had shown service to Elaeavn that few others had ever shown. You had seen me back to the city safely, as you had promised.” Cael smiled when I laughed. “You did see me back to the city safely. He might not have agreed, but that doesn’t mean it’s any less the truth.”

      “That’s not why I was laughing. Your father—and the council—had no reason to allow me back in the city. To them, I was Forgotten. The fact that I’d bothered returning so openly risked worse than exile. It was their compassion that kept me alive and had them only sentence me to the Ilphaesn mines.” For that, I was thankful for Lorst’s ability to Slide, and his ability to bring me out of the mines. I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like to be forced to serve there indefinitely, stuck until the end of my days, simply because I had returned Cael to her home.

      Even that would have been worth it. To have the chance to meet her, to experience the compassion she had shown me, that was worth it.

      She smiled and patted me on the hand. “You were never in any danger in the mines,” she said.

      I didn’t know how true that was. Had it not been for Lorst, and for the fact that Della had him bring me back out, I would have been trapped.

      “If not for the Elvraeth, then why do you want to get the crystal back to him?”

      “If he’s held it,” she started, a crease in her brow telling me that she worried about her answer, “all that we’ve been taught about the Elvraeth and our right to rule in Elaeavn will be wrong. I thought… I was taught that the Elvraeth were gifted with our full complement of abilities by the great watcher as a way to help guide the city, but Lorst isn’t Elvraeth. As far as I can tell, he doesn’t have many of the Elvraeth gifts. For him to have reached the crystals means that there’s another answer to what we’ve been taught.”

      “He says he’s reached them twice,” I said.

      She sighed. “If I didn’t believe that he’d reached the crystals once, I wouldn’t believe that he had twice. None have ever held one of the great crystals more than once, not in any meaningful way. For him to have reached them as he claims…”

      I hadn’t really given it much thought, but the issue with the crystals gave Cael a crisis of identity of a sort. When I’d found her in the Durven, she had been a confident woman. She knew the stakes, and she knew what she would have to do to keep herself safe. It wasn’t the leaving from Elaeavn that had changed her, it was the return, and seeing how everything that she’d believed might not be as she thought.

      I pulled her toward me in a tight embrace, and we stood, letting the sun rise behind us and the sound of the sea splash against us.

      “Have you had enough time?”

      I turned to see Carth standing on the shore near us. As I did each time I saw her, I felt a moment of surprise at how easily she managed to approach. She came silently, and hidden, as if suddenly appearing. Not Sliding—Carth had made it clear that she had nothing of that sort of ability—but she was sneaky enough that I couldn’t always tell when she would appear.

      “Carth,” I said, shielding Cael with my body.

      Carth watched, almost as if she knew what I did, a hint of a smile playing across her lips. “Have you considered my request?”

      “I have.”

      “You will find the crystal?”

      “You knew that I would.”

      “We must do so before the Hjan reach it. They have already become too powerful, learning many new tricks in the last year. If they acquire this, I worry they will be unstoppable.”

      “Even for you?”

      “I am powerful, Galen of Elaeavn, but even I have limits.”

      I had not learned what Carth’s powers were, just as I had not learned her limits. As far as I had been able to determine, she had no limits. When facing something like the Hjan, I wanted that kind of power on my side.

      “Do you know where to find the crystal?” I asked.

      “I know where to start. And I have you to thank for it.”

      Cael watched Carth, and I wished I could Read her so that I could understand the reason for her pinched expression. It almost appeared angry.

      “What reason is that?”

      “Ah, Galen of Elaeavn, once again it comes down to exiles, only this time, they have chosen their fate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          26

        

      

    
    
      The inside of the small building glowed with light from the small hearth. Of the three of us within the building, only Talia needed it, and even I wasn’t completely certain that was true. Much like with Carth, I hadn’t discovered the extent of Talia’s abilities. She had some of the skills Carth possessed, and she had some of the same confidence—certainly more than when I had last known her—but she was not Carth.

      We had asked her to join us so I could share with her the news of Carth’s life. It was an odd thing to consider. Most of the time I spoke of death and killing, and when I had thought Carth dead, it had shaken me in ways that surprised me, mostly because she had always seemed so powerfully competent, handling even the most difficult of tasks with grace and skill. She was a master of strategy, and I always had the feeling that she was a step or two ahead of everyone else. For her to have died… I was thankful that it wasn’t true.

      Now I got to tell Talia.

      I didn’t know how she would react, and wished I could pull Cael to the side to find out what she could Read, but didn’t want to push Cael to Read Talia any more than was necessary. With the history we shared, I didn’t think that was the kind of thing Cael would want to know.

      She glanced at me, her brow furrowed.

      It didn’t matter. It seemed Cael knew everything already.

      Could she Read Carth?

      The possibility would be valuable, especially as we tried to understand what Carth might plan.

      Cael shook her head slightly.

      No. Of course, she wouldn’t be able to reach Carth. It was much like how Sliding didn’t work against her. She always seemed aware of it, though I had yet to discover how.

      “What is it? I thought that with you capturing the Elvraeth as you were asked to do, and now with the Forgotten you’ve discovered, you would have left Asador.”

      “You would prefer me gone?”

      Talia glanced at Cael and sighed. “It is difficult seeing you again, Galen. I thought that I had adjusted to what happened, and the fact that I had to leave Eban, but seeing you… having you save me once more…” She looked at Cael. “You are a lucky woman, Cael Elvraeth. Do you know that?”

      Cael nodded.

      “Had things been different for me,” she said. It was strange that Talia spoke to Cael rather than to me, but maybe she chose to admit her feelings aloud so that Cael didn’t have to Read them and think she hid something from her.

      “I think he feels the same.”

      Talia blinked and glanced from Cael to me. “It would be easier on me if you left,” she said. “Let me rebuild the Binders and continue the work that Carth began. That is how I would honor her memory.”

      “Talia,” I started, looking over at Cael as I tried to think of what to say. Did I tell her that it would never have worked between the two of us? Did I tell her that we had been too similar, that by staying with her, I would have remained the assassin, and that with Cael, I could discover what else I could be? Would any of that matter?

      Cael offered me a smile that said she knew what I was thinking. For that, I was thankful.

      Maybe I didn’t need to tell her any of that. All I needed was to give her something else, a different kind of hope, one that she might not have known that she needed returned.

      “There’s a different reason I asked you to meet here,” I said.

      She studied Cael before turning her attention back to me.

      “When I searched for the Forgotten, when I tried to understand what I could about the crystal and where it might have gone, I discovered something. More specifically, I discovered someone.”

      Talia’s eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest, watching me with something that seemed a mix of annoyance and sadness. Cael might know which predominated, but I didn’t.

      “Who did you find?” Talia asked.

      “Me.”

      I hadn’t known Carth was here, much as I hadn’t been able to detect her when she appeared behind me on the shore.

      Talia stood with a lurch, her eyes wide. “You… you were dead.”

      Carth stepped toward her. I could feel a sort of tension between them, and it surprised me that I should be aware of it.

      “I had to have them believe that.”

      “Who? You left the Binders thinking you were dead!”

      “Not only the Binders,” Carth said. “All of C’than believed that I had died. Once the Accords were broken, I had to move more silently than ever before. There is only one way to do so.”

      “By dying?”

      Carth nodded. “Dying, or appearing to have died. That was the only way this would have worked. I couldn’t have any know I survived.”

      Talia’s gaze flicked to me. “You told Galen. He is not of the Binders or C’than!”

      Carth took another step forward. I don’t know how I expected this to go, but then, I hadn’t expected Carth to appear, either. Now that she was no longer dead, she appeared more often than she had before she’d died.

      “I think you of all people understand how I hold Galen of Elaeavn with a certain fondness.”

      “Why now? Why reveal yourself to me now?” Talia sounded not only hurt but angry.

      But hadn’t I felt much the same? When I had been expelled from Elaeavn, I had been angry then as well. Perhaps not for the same reasons as Talia, but how would I have reacted had I seen Della around that time? Even now, there was still hurt when I thought about what could have been.

      And Della would have known that. As much as it had hurt her as well, she had done what she needed to do, much like Carth had done what she had needed to do.

      “Because we might finally be able to end the Hjan threat.”

      Talia took a step back. As much as I understood the Hjan—or thought that I understood the Hjan—I had not faced them nearly as often or with the same intensity as Carth and Talia.

      “We could end it?” she asked.

      “That’s what I intend.”

      “How could your dying help?”

      “They move,” Carth said. “They risk exposing themselves when they would not before. The Accords held them in check, but something changed. I think I’m beginning to understand that as well. And once we have a handle on that, we will be able to make our next move, but I can’t do it alone.”

      This time, Carth turned her attention to me, and to Talia.

      My stomach fell when her eyes lingered on me. Whatever Carth intended involved me.

      “What do you plan?” I asked.

      Carth flashed me a predatory smile. “First the crystal. That must be safe. Then we will focus on the next step in this game.”

      “This is a game?” I asked.

      “Isn’t it always, Galen of Elaeavn?”

      “What kind of game?”

      “The kind where the remaining moves have become limited. The kind where we must move quickly, and decisively. The kind where we must position pieces of strength in such a way that the Hjan and Venass have only one choice to make.”

      “What choice is that?” I asked, worried what she would tell me.

      “The choice to attack.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “She intends to use Elaeavn in whatever she plans,” Cael said.

      “We don’t know that she does,” I said.

      Cael closed her eyes. “If only I could Read her, I would be able to answer that with confidence and certainty. What is it that protects her?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know with Carth. She’s always been more skilled than me. From the moment I met her when Orly hired me to capture her,” I said, laughing at the idea. Now it seemed funny to think of actually managing to capture Carth. As skilled as I might be, and I would never underestimate the fact that I had skills that many did not, she had never really been threatened by me.

      “She doesn’t have abilities of the Great Watcher,” Carth said.

      “Neither do the Hjan, from what I’ve seen, and they’re still pretty powerful. I don’t know anything about her, other than the fact that she has always been dangerously competent and that I have always been a step or more behind whatever she planned.”

      “And her desire to bring down the Hjan?”

      I let out a breath. “Cael, I don’t know anything about the Hjan. I faced them once before, and that was with Carth helping.” I didn’t tell her that I’d faced them to save Talia. I didn’t need to. “They can Slide, but they can do more than that. They seem like they have abilities of the Great Watcher, but I don’t think they’re from Elaeavn.” Not when some of them had dark eyes, though some had green, though green that was washed out, making it unlikely that they were strongly gifted. “All I know is that there are other powers in the world beyond what we’ve been given. And Carth possesses a different ability, one that makes her dangerous to us.”

      “Not to us.”

      “No. Not to us. To others, though. The Hjan and perhaps others like them.”

      “Which is why I fear that she intends to use Elaeavn. There was an attack once already. From what I can tell, they barely managed to hold it off. My Father didn’t speak of it, mostly because I think it scared him, but if they were able to destroy part of the city with a minor attack, what happens if they bring others? What if all of Hjan attacks?”

      I shared the same concern. If she brought the Hjan to Elaeavn again, then what would be there to stop them? I’d seen Lorst fight and thought that he might be able to counter some of what the Hjan could do, but there was only one of him. I might be able to keep myself safe, but I had barely survived when facing one of the Hjan individually. If I happened to face them again, and this time with more force…

      “That’s why we need to find the crystal,” I said. “Carth claims it’s here, and that the exiles have it.”

      “Even she didn’t know where to find it.”

      “That’s what she says.”

      “Then how will we?” Cael asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m an assassin.”

      “Were.”

      I smiled. “I was an assassin. I know how to move in the night and how to be silent. I think it’s time to go looking for answers. Besides, now I have a special weapon I’ve never had before.” The same weapon I suspected Carth wanted to use.

      Cael frowned, and I detected her Reading me. I was more and more aware of it these days, as if I was becoming attuned to it. It was the same way that my hearing seemed slightly sharper. There was a part of me that wondered if it was tied to being around the crystal, but then, I had never held the crystal, not the way that Cael had or the way that Lorst described it.

      “Are you going to tell me?” she asked.

      “Do I need to?”

      She nodded. “This time you do.”

      I touched her hand and smiled. “You.”
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      The rooftops of Asador weren’t all that close together, forcing me to jump greater distances than I would normally be comfortable doing. Cael managed to jump along with me, not bothered by either the height or the distance, not as I would have expected for someone unfamiliar with them.

      The city itself carried with it different sounds as well. The birds sounded different, less of a chirping and more of an occasional cawing of the gulls. There was a murmuring sort of din, one that came from the people in the city, the voices that layered atop each other, one over another, mixing with music from the taverns and the occasional shouts, all of it creating the particular feeling of Asador. Eban was much the same, only the feeling of the city was different. Other cities I’d been to had a different vibrancy to them as well, each unique in that way.

      “Where are we starting?” Cael asked.

      “We listen,” I said.

      “This is what you did?”

      I shrugged. “You can learn a lot simply standing above the city and listening to the sounds of it. You get a sense where the happier sounds are, and where there’s more violence. After a while, you come to know where to focus your attention, or you have informants who give you the information you need.”

      “Like Orly?”

      “Orly gave assignments. Sometimes they came with information, but not always. Most of the time, I didn’t trust what he told me anyway. I needed to confirm the reason for my targets.”

      “You’ve never been a conventional assassin, have you?”

      “That’s why he hired me.”

      “I thought he hired you because you were good.”

      “I was good, but not everyone deserves to die,” I said. “Not all the assignments are for the right reason. I was willing to listen, to learn which I should take and which I should ignore. And then there were the others, those I had to help.”

      “How can I help?”

      “You can listen.”

      “Listen. That’s it?”

      “You can Read if that helps, but I’m focusing now on the sounds of the city, and then we’ll start looking elsewhere. If we can find enough that sounds off, I can follow that lead, and that will take me to another, and from there another.”

      “It will take a long time.”

      “This is never quick work. It’s the kind where you have to be patient and know that you’ll eventually find the answers if you can be patient long enough.”

      We fell silent, and I listened to the sounds of the city. There was a cacophony of noise, but within it, there were features that I could pick out, things that were clear to me and patterns that I recognized. Some of the taverns I’d visited throughout the years had a specific energy to them, and I knew that with those places, even more information would be learned, especially with Cael along with me.

      I motioned to her, and we jumped down from the roofs and started through the street holding hands. With my free hand, I worked on readying darts. Since finding Carth again, I had a renewed supply, and the city had plenty of herbalists able to supply me with coxberry.

      “Where are you leading us?” she asked.

      “There’s a place up here,” I said, pointing to a tavern where I’d heard the most likely connection. I wasn’t entirely certain how I knew that was the place to go, other than the fact that the rhythm I detected from above seemed a little less focused here.

      When we reached the door, and I pulled it open, I knew this was the right kind of place.

      Cael frowned at me. “How did you know?”

      “A feeling.”

      “Was it something you saw?”

      I shook my head. Sight had nothing to do with this. Training with Isander had taught me to be attuned to this sort of thing, so when I heard the way the tavern sounded, and the way the city felt around it, I knew I was in the right place.

      “Interesting skill you have.”

      I shrugged. “It’s something all assassins can learn.”

      She smiled. “Not all, I don’t think.”

      We entered the tavern and found a table near the wall. Cael knew how I preferred having my back covered and a place where I could watch everything around me and had chosen a spot that met everything I preferred.

      We took a seat, and I looked around, studying it for the first time. The tavern was busy, tables bunched together, with men and women crammed into chairs, and some even standing. Servers made their way through the tavern, none with the painted faces I had grown so accustomed to seeing while in Eban. Thankfully, no prostitutes here. Bawdy music played from the back, though I couldn’t hear the singer over the sound of the crowd. The dirt floor turned to mud in places where drinks were spilled.

      Those within the tavern had a particular appearance to them as well. Some had the look of fishermen, with the thick arms and the suntanned faces. I didn’t need to smell them to know that they likely had come in off some ship. Others shared the same deep coloring, but they were thinner. Merchants, I supposed. Most of the merchants I knew were one of two types: either thin and weak or fat and slow. There were others, but they were rare.

      The food in the tavern had a decent aroma, carrying the savory scents of pork or roasted vegetables or fish. Even the bread smelled well baked.

      In spite of appearances, this was a nice tavern, the kind of place I would frequent if I weren’t searching for business—or information.

      “Can you Read anything?” I asked when Cael got situated and looked around.

      “I’m not sure what you’d have me do. I don’t think I can Read everyone in here. That’s too much even for me.”

      I didn’t really know the limitations to her abilities. From what I’d seen, there really weren’t any.

      I searched the tavern as well using my Sight. With it, I could make out subtle changes in expressions and noted the eye color of everyone here. Most were blue or brown, but there was some gray, and one older man with a hint of…

      “Him,” I said, nodding toward the man. He sat across from a younger woman, though she had bright blue eyes and wore a high-necked dress, one that would have been out of place in Eban. Hell, it was out of place in Asador. Something like that was more suited to Elaeavn.

      I thought of what I’d seen from others with great power, men like Brusus who turned out to be more than I had realized. His weak ability was merely a show, nothing real about it. Could this man and his faint green eyes be the same?

      “Be careful,” I cautioned.

      She smiled. “I think I know how to use my abilities.”

      Cael watched me, but I could tell her focus was elsewhere. She turned it toward the man, and her lips pressed together in a thin line. She blinked, and I knew that whatever she had done had finished.

      “He is of Elaeavn.”

      “Not Elvraeth?”

      She shook her head. “I would have recognized him were that the case.”

      “What was his crime?” I asked. He was either exiled like me, or he had left by choice. With eyes as pale as he possessed, it was unlikely that he would have left by choice. He wouldn’t have any advantage outside the city like that.

      “Galen—”

      “What did he do?” I asked again.

      She shook her head. “A minor offense, I think. Something when he was younger. Without digging deeper into his mind, I can’t tell.”

      Minor. The minor offenses were supposed to be sentences to the mines, the place where I had gone when they claimed they were offering me a gentler sentence, keeping from sentencing me to death. Ilphaesn was bad enough, but to most within Elaeavn, it was a better fate than exile. At least with serving in the mines, there was hope for return to the city. With exile, there was no return.

      Cael waved to the server. When the woman came over, Cael flashed a warm smile, and I could feel that she did something, though I didn’t know exactly what it was that she did. “Do you think we could talk to Dolan?” she asked.

      The woman glanced at the man sitting near our table. Discovering names like that was one advantage of Cael’s ability, though in reality she had many advantages.

      “Dolan don’t speak to many people,” the serving girl said.

      “Ah, well, I suspect he’d speak to us.”

      The girl shook her head, and I could tell that whatever Cael attempted to do to her, the way that she intended to convince her to help, wasn’t working quite as well as Cael had expected. I didn’t know if that meant the woman was somehow immune to it, or whether it was that Cael didn’t use the full force of her ability.

      “You see, Dolan pays for a certain level of privacy,” the girl said.

      “He’s sitting right there,” I said. “I think he’d see me.”

      I figured I could add to whatever Cael was doing, though didn’t know if that was true. Without having some sort of two-way communication with Cael, I wouldn’t be able to really understand.

      “And just who do you think you are?”

      “Galen of Eban,” I said.

      The girl blinked and glanced from me to Cael. She crossed her arms over her chest and shrugged. “I can see what he says. The rest is up to you.”

      When she left us, I frowned at Cael. “That seems like an awful lot of protection for a man who had only suffered a minor offense to the Elvraeth.”

      Cael watched as the serving girl leaned close to Dolan. The man flicked his gaze toward me, and there was an intensity to it that I’d seen before, but rarely from men of Elaeavn. It was the deadly confident sort of gaze that I suspected I possessed as well.

      Dolan stood, and two others stood with him. One was a wide man, but not very tall. He had a rough face and appeared to have had his nose broken several times, and had multiple scars on his cheeks and forehead. Nothing like I’d seen on the Hjan. These were more like the kind of scars a man who had seen fighting before carried. They were the kind of scars I suspected I would have acquired had I remained an assassin much longer.

      The other was a gray-eyed woman with short, spiked black hair. She was small, and in some ways reminded me of Carth, especially with the way she walked. It was a gait that oozed confidence, a sort of swagger to it, but one that told me she feared nothing. A curved sword hung from her waist.

      “Watch the woman,” Cael warned.

      I smiled. “Are you actually asking me to keep an eye on another woman?”

      “She’s dangerous, Galen,” Cael said in a whisper. “I don’t know why, but I can sense that she is.”

      I stood and slipped a handful of darts as I did. “I don’t need to sense that to know she’s dangerous. I’ve seen her type before.”

      “What type is that?”

      “Sword masters.”

      She didn’t have the appearance of someone from Neeland, but she carried herself in much the same way as the Neelish sellswords. It was so much like Carth that I had to think they had trained in the same place.

      “You must be Galen of Eban,” Dolan said as he approached our table. He glanced at Cael and seemed to dismiss her.

      Good. In some ways, with her ability to Compel, she was the more dangerous of the two of us.

      “It seems to me you would be more like Galen of Elaeavn,” Dolan said.

      It was so much like what Carth said that it couldn’t be coincidence.

      “I haven’t been of Elaeavn for many years,” I said.

      “Rumor says you’re not of Eban any longer, either.”

      I tipped my head. “Is that right? Has rumor spread of me already?”

      Dolan smiled. To some, it would likely be taken as a disarming smile. One that was intended to be reassuring. I’d seen men like him far too often to be reassured by it.

      “You know how rumors can spread,” Dolan said. He leaned toward me, and the woman stayed close to him. He smelled of sweat and dirt, but I noted a sweeter aroma from her that mixed with something almost like fire and heat. It was a strange combination that also reminded me of Carth. If I had any doubts that they somehow knew each other, that answered it. “Why have you called me over here, Galen? If you’ve left Eban as rumors claim, you’ve done so for a reason.”

      His gaze settled on Cael and I squeezed the darts a little tighter in my fist. I didn’t want to kill him—or even be forced to fight him if I could avoid it—but I would do whatever it took to protect Cael.

      “I left for my reasons,” I said.

      “Do you intend to establish yourself in Asador? You might find a different level of competition for your services here.”

      “I’ll do whatever I need,” I said to Dolan, but I looked at the woman. She wore a hint of a smile. “But that’s not why I asked to speak to you. There was a woman in the city I think you might have a connection to.” He arched his brow. “A woman by the name of Rebecca. Elvraeth born,” I added, watching his response. Which side had he been on?

      With my Sight, I could make out even the subtlest hint of a response. I expected to note the corners of his eyes twitching, or maybe the pulse in his neck pounding a little harder and faster, or even a hint of sweat beading along his temple. I’d seen those before when trying to draw out information. Dolan was either more skilled at concealing his reaction—which I suspected was possible, given the company he kept—or he didn’t know her.

      “Why would I know her?” Dolan asked.

      I shrugged. “Because you share something in common.”

      “What is that?”

      “You’re both Forgotten.”

      He reacted to this more than he reacted to word of Rebecca. His brow furrowed, but only slightly. His pulse quickened, enough that I could see it pounding in his neck.

      The woman next to him tensed, though she stayed still. I prepared for the possibility of attack.

      “I don’t think you should be the one talking about those who are Forgotten,” Dolan said.

      I resisted the urge to glance over at Cael. Doing so might look to him like a sign of weakness, and I’d learned that you couldn’t display weakness around men like him. “I don’t have any trouble admitting that I’m Forgotten, though it seems there is a little more organization to the Forgotten then I’d ever known.” I watched him, then shifted my attention to the woman. “You know something about that, don’t you, Dolan?”

      I wasn’t entirely certain that I’d read the situation as well as Cael likely had. Then again, I had to rely on my Sight and the fact that I could tell responses from other means rather than Cael’s ability to simply reach into their minds.

      Could she access the woman?

      I took a step back so that I could see her more easily and noted that she shook her head once.

      If she couldn’t reach the woman, she was protected somehow.

      Like Lorst. Or, more likely, like Carth.

      I decided to gamble. Sometimes when dealing with Carth and those she worked with, I had learned I had to risk certain things. Before I’d learned Talia’s role, I had to act blindly, but once I learned how she helped coordinate the Binders, I had someone who I thought would have given me an insider opinion with them.

      “Just like you know something about someone else,” I said to her.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, and her hand moved to the sword, almost more quickly than I could track.

      Damn.

      I’d read it wrong.
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      The woman unsheathed her sword and sliced in a fluid motion, one that would have taken off my wrist had I not noted how she moved.

      I spun to the side, dancing around the tables arranged near us, readying my darts and already beginning to plan my attack. I’d gotten complacent in time away from fighting. There would have been a time when I would have been ready the moment Dolan walked over to our table. The fact that I was not made me all too aware of how much had changed.

      But I could quickly default back into that mindset. I took in everything in a heartbeat. The readiness of the others I faced, the spacing of the tables within the tavern, the movement of the servers, and even the way the musicians timed their songs.

      Cael pressed backward, reacting more to me than to the others.

      Dolan watched with a lazy sort of interest.

      Was this for show?

      Damn. I couldn’t kill this woman, not until I knew what she was after, and until I knew for certain whether she worked with Carth—or maybe she worked against her.

      I flipped a dart to the wide man.

      He barely seemed to register that it sunk into the fold of his neck. Coxberry worked on almost anyone, and I figured it would only take a moment before it set in for him. As I waited, I flicked a dart at Dolan. If nothing else, I’d take him down, bind him, and get answers.

      He moved quickly to the side.

      Too quickly.

      With a swirl of color, I noted that he Slid. It was barely anything, and he didn’t move too far to the side, but enough that I noticed. I don’t know how many would—and I suspect that was his point.

      Damn.

      “How many like you are there?” I muttered.

      That made Dolan freeze.

      Long enough that my next dart struck home.

      Coxberry acted faster with him than it did on the wide man. Dolan sank toward the floor. I spun and flipped another dart at the big man before he could reach Cael. Deciding I wanted some insurance that worked, I decided to send another at him as well. All struck home, but he still stood. Maybe slowed—though I wasn’t even sure of that—but still standing.

      I didn’t want to use anything more toxic, and I still had to worry about the woman. I could feel her near me and was all too aware of the sword she had out and the way she swung it, knocking down the three darts I flipped at her.

      I only had a couple darts remaining. Half of them were coxberry. The rest were terad—which would be fatal. I used the coxberry on the large man.

      After the sixth dart struck home, he finally sagged toward the ground.

      “About time.”

      I reached for the knife I carried, not willing to use terad—yet. I would if it meant my survival and especially if it meant Cael’s survival.

      She sliced toward me.

      Any hope I had that she might have attacked for show and for Dolan was gone. Maybe she still didn’t know how to react, or maybe there was more going on here than I understood. That was most likely.

      The others in the tavern had backed away or left completely, giving us all the space we needed. “You know Carth,” I said, ducking from her next attack while trying to ready another few coxberry-tipped darts.

      With Sight, I was able to catch the tension in her muscles in the moments before she attacked. Without it, I suspected I would be dead, but then, I would have been dead dozens of times in the years before now had I not possessed my Sight.

      “You fight like her.”

      A hint of a smile crossed her lips. “If you’ve faced Carth, you would not be standing.”

      “Not faced. Fought beside.”

      The woman hesitated.

      It was the opening I needed. My dart flicked past her sword and sunk into her neck.

      She blinked and tried to slash at me, but I’d concentrated the coxberry before dosing her, so it left her quickly weakened.

      I didn’t know how long it would last on her. With other Binders, I had experienced how briefly the sedative worked on them. It was possible this woman would have a similar lack of reaction.

      “We should hurry,” Cael said.

      I glanced up, noting the others in the tavern and how they watched me. I wouldn’t be able to move all three of them, but really only wanted to talk to Dolan and the woman most of all. I didn’t know if I could even move the big guy if it came to it anyway.

      “Sounds about right,” I said. “Can you carry her?”

      The woman was small and slight, but with as quickly as she moved, she would be solid muscle and heavier than she appeared. I hoped Cael could carry her—or at least drag her from the tavern. I lifted Dolan and slung him over my shoulders. The server who’d directed him to our table watched me with widened eyes.

      “He’s not dead,” I said.

      I didn’t really need to explain but felt better doing it.

      The woman turned back to the kitchen, leaving me with Dolan slung over my shoulders. Cael grabbed the woman but couldn’t lift her over her shoulders the same way I did with Dolan. She struggled to move her, barely able to drag her more than a few feet.

      “She’s heavier than she should be,” Cael said.

      “You want to carry him?”

      Without hesitating, she said, “Yes.”

      I glanced around the tavern. Most eyes had turned away as if making a point of looking anywhere but at us, though a few still kept their focus on us. A few sent furtive glances at me, and when they noticed that I watched them, they turned quickly away.

      Setting Dolan down, I noted that he groaned softly. We didn’t have much time before he was awake again.

      Cael lifted Dolan, managing with more strength than I would have expected after seeing how difficult a time she had with the woman. She propped him against her, making it appear like he was nothing more than an intoxicated lover leaning on her for support. It was less noticeable than how I would have carried him.

      When I tried to lift the woman, I grunted with the effort. She was small, and thin, but in spite of that, she was incredibly heavy. Somehow, her compact frame managed to feel twice as heavy as Dolan. With great effort, I got her standing, but didn’t want to risk throwing her over my shoulders like I had with Dolan. If I did, I didn’t know if I could keep her there, or if I would end up dropping her.

      “See? Heavier than she looks,” Cael said with a smile as we reached the door.

      We made it into the street. A quiet murmuring began as we left the tavern and I wondered if we would be chased.

      Motioning Cael into a nearby alley, I waited.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “Just a hunch,” I said.

      Moments after we left, I saw a woman, one who’d watched us with a flat expression during the fight, come out of the tavern. She cast her gaze in either direction down the street before hurrying off. Away from the docks, I noticed.

      “What is it?”

      “Assassin’s hunch. We should follow her.”

      “With them?” Cael asked.

      “I don’t want to leave them. Dolan definitely knows something, and I’d like to learn more about this woman.”

      “You think she’s like Carth?”

      “I don’t know. They have something similar about them, though I’m not exactly certain what it is. Before releasing her back into the city, I think I’d like to know.”

      “Are you going to be able to carry her?” Cael asked.

      Normally, I’d laugh at a question like that, but even now, she weighed on me.

      The waitress neared a corner. If we didn’t get moving, I’d lose her.

      “Going to have to,” I said.

      With a grunt, I started into the street carrying the woman. Cael followed, somehow making Dolan leaning against her seem natural, though at night like this, having a drunken man leaning against a woman wasn’t all that uncommon. We hurried along the street, turning down the side street where the woman had disappeared.

      Buildings down this street were closely built, and all a single story. None had signs marking shops, and most had faded paint. A few had boarded windows. While the street we’d just turned off of had a smattering of people, enough that we could blend in, here there were only a few. The waitress moved as a darkened shape in the distance before stopping at a small building and hurrying inside.

      “Where do you think she’s going?” Cael asked.

      “That’s what I need to find out.”

      I glanced around. We were near a small alleyway, still near enough to the main street. Pulling out a few darts, I loaded them with coxberry from my pouch and poked them into both Dolan and the woman’s neck. Another dose of coxberry wouldn’t normally be necessary, but I wanted to be certain.

      “Wait here with them,” I said.

      “We could leave them and go together.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to lose them, and I want to know where she went.”

      “What happens if they start to wake again?”

      I handed her two loaded darts of coxberry. “This should keep them sedated again if needed.” The Great Watcher knew I hoped it wasn’t needed. If it was… that meant that something unusual would have happened when I went after the waitress “If I’m gone for too long, and you’ve used this,” I said, shaking the dart, “then return to Talia. Let her know what happened.” If anyone would be able to help me, were something odd to occur, it would be Carth, and I suspected Talia would be able to reach her now that they had reconnected.

      “Galen—”

      “We need to find the crystal. That means finding the other group of Forgotten. That’s what matters now. These two might know something, but she definitely did.”

      Cael nodded and settled Dolan onto the ground next to her. “Be fast.”

      “As much as I can.”

      Giving her a soft kiss on the lips, I tried not to think about how I left Cael in the alley with Dolan and a woman who would be able to harm her if she woke, and hurried down the street.
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      As I ran, I loaded the rest of my darts. Most I filled with coxberry, but I saved a few that I used with terad, filling them with enough of the toxin that I wouldn’t have to worry about someone surviving it. Since leaving Eban, I hadn’t used terad nearly as much as I had before, but there was always a place for something that would work quickly and was always effective. The added benefit was that it was painless as well. I didn’t need screams chasing me.

      A few of the small buildings had candles flickering behind the windows. One appeared to have light filtering from behind the boarded-up windows. Occasional shadows moved, but none with the same sort of unnatural movement that I’d seen from Carth.

      When I reached the building where the woman had disappeared, I paused, listening.

      There was no doubting that my hearing had changed, not anymore. I wondered if it had anything to do with exposure to the crystal or if there was something else I could attribute the increased sensitivity to. As I paused in front of the door, I focused on the sounds on the other side, noting a creaking of wood, a shuffling of feet along the floorboards, and the soft murmuring of voices. There was a hint of agitation in the murmuring.

      Testing the door, I found it locked.

      That didn’t surprise me, and I had enough experience bypassing locks if it came to that, but I wondered if there might not be another way in.

      Making my way around the side of the building, I scaled the wall, using the nearby home for support as I did, and reached the roof. From here, the outline of this section of the city was easy to see. The roofs were closer together than they were in other places, close enough that it reminded me in some ways of Eban. Carefully, I moved toward the back of the building, looking for another entry.

      There was a back courtyard.

      That was unusual in most places, but compared to what I saw from my vantage of the other buildings, it was especially unusual here. Dropping into the middle of the courtyard, I pressed against the brick wall as I took a quick survey.

      A single door led into the courtyard. There would be no other access. A small circular ring had been set for a fire, but off to the side rather than in the center. A pair of chairs rested against the wall.

      What really caught my eye was the row of swords hanging from hooks.

      All gleamed with a soft sheen, catching the sliver of light of the moon. With my Sight, I didn’t need more than that. They were sharp, and the curved edge of the blade reminded me of what the woman had carried rather than the typical short sword I encountered.

      What was this place?

      I studied the ground and noted that the dirt had a packed appearance. It wasn’t a far stretch to think that this had been used as a place to practice. Given the relatively tight confines, I had to admit that using sharpened blades to practice here impressed me.

      A soft scraping sound caught my attention. It was inside the home, but moving closer.

      I readied my darts. I would have to act quickly, especially if whoever was here had a real skill with the sword.

      The door didn’t open as I expected it would.

      I stayed close to the wall and moved gradually closer to the door. This would be the other way in, and if it were open, I’d have to be ready for whatever was on the other side. Maybe there would be nothing, and maybe this would end up being a waste of my time, but maybe it would give me some insight about what was going on here. There was something that I didn’t fully understand, something more than simply about Dolan and the strange woman who had attacked with skill nearing Carth’s.

      Waiting by the door, I listened for any sound that would indicate someone was on the other side. I didn’t hear anything.

      Testing the door, I found it open.

      Given there was no other way into the courtyard, I had expected to find it unlocked. The other side of the door led into a narrow corridor. Doors lined the hall, all closed. A single lantern along the hall granted light.

      What was this place?

      It wasn’t anything I expected to find, nothing that I would have expected to see inside a building like this. I didn’t know what this was, only that it reminded me in some ways of the corridor where I’d met Talia when coming to Asador.

      Was that what this was about?

      Something scraped across wood.

      The sound was nearby, but not coming down the hall. This seemed like it came from one of the closed-off rooms.

      I made my way along the hall and stopped at the door where I thought I heard the scraping coming from. The door was locked. Strange.

      Using one of my knives, I pried it open.

      When I pushed it open, I wasn’t sure what I’d find. I discovered an older man chained to the wall, his thick beard streaked with gray and his arm scarred where the chains held him. His head jerked around when he saw me looking at him, and a dark smirk crossed his face.

      “You’ve come to torment me again? What more do you think you’ll get out of me? I’ve said all I know.”

      I began to pull the door closed behind me but reconsidered and finally left it slightly ajar. I didn’t want to get trapped and have to fight my way out.

      “What have you told the others?” I asked when I pulled the door closed.

      “A new tactic. Ignorance does suit any of you.”

      “Give me a reason to keep you alive,” I said. I’d interrogated men before and had experience with those who didn’t want to say anything, but usually, I was the only one doing the questioning. This time, I would have to determine exactly what he might have shared, and work through how it mattered to his captives.

      “I’ve given you a reason,” the man said. There was desperation in his voice that hadn’t been there at first. Whatever had happened to him had been harsh.

      I stared at him.

      I could hold a dangerous glare if I needed, and when facing someone I needed information from, I could be especially intimidating. Most of the time, I used the advantage of my height or the fact that working all the years that I did with Isander had given me quickness and strength, but sometimes it was the color of my eyes. There weren’t all that many of my kind outside of Elaeavn.

      The man didn’t seem surprised by the color of my eyes, and the height wouldn’t worry him either, especially if he had been interrogated by others like me. That left strength.

      There would have been other ways to question him, but I didn’t have time for niceties, and I didn’t know if they had already used them on him. Maybe that was why he’d come to desperation.

      Crossing the distance between us in a single stride, I grabbed him and jerked him off the ground, holding him above the ground with one arm. His already wild eyes widened even more, and he tried kicking and thrashing but chained as he was, there wasn’t much he could do that would get him free.

      “Tell me why we should keep you alive.”

      “I don’t know where they’ve taken the others,” he said. “I’ve told the others the same thing. Harming me won’t change that!”

      “How many are we talking about?” I demanded.

      “You already know!”

      “Pretend I don’t.”

      “There are a dozen. Maybe a few more. The others have already been sent down the river. There’s someone in Eban—”

      I slammed his head against the wall, immediately wishing I would have more restraint.

      The noise echoed in the small room. His head bounced off the wall and then fell forward.

      Eban. I knew the market he meant and had more than a little experience with it. I hadn’t realized that trade started in Asador. I thought most of the courtesans came from Thyr or some of the outer islands. That was where I’d rescued others from, releasing them to be carried back upland by those like myself who opposed the process. When I’d met Carth, I had used her connections, bringing the women I discovered to the Binders, keeping them as safe as I could.

      Did Carth know what took place here?

      How was this connected, though?

      Letting the man back down to the ground, I paused at the door before heading out. The hall was still empty, and I didn’t hear anyone moving. Pausing at the next door, I wondered if there might be another like this man on the other side.

      The door wasn’t locked.

      I pushed it open slowly, ready to use the darts I held. After finding a prison of sorts, I didn’t know what I would find here, and I wanted to be ready for whatever these people might have hidden here.

      The room was empty.

      Not completely empty, though. There was a chain like I’d seen in the other room, only this chain hung without anyone attached to it. The air here smelled foul, like that of rot and death. It was an odor I knew all too well.

      Stepping back into the hall, I pulled the door closed.

      The next door was once again locked.

      Jamming my knife into the lock, I twisted, freeing the bolt from the doorjamb and twisting it so that it freed. The door came open with a squeal, louder than I preferred in the confines of this small hall.

      I don’t know what I expected to find on this side of the door. Certainly not what I came across.

      A woman who looked almost the same as the one I had subdued hung suspended from a chain, her wrists holding her up. Her feet were placed in water, and even from here I could see that the water had a certain chill to it. She lifted her head and considered me with a steely gaze, one that belied the condition she found herself, and nothing like the forced desperation I had seen from the man in the other room.

      “You are not with them,” she said.

      She spoke with the same edge of confidence that she regarded me with, and her words carried an accent that I hadn’t heard before.

      “How do you know?”

      Her gaze flicked to my knife. “You have no key.” She took the measure of me, her eyes sweeping along me before settling on my face once more. “I have heard of you, assassin. You should not be here.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “No one. I am nothing.”

      “Why do they hold you?”

      She cocked her head. “You do not know? Strange. I thought that great assassin Galen of Elaeavn was always particular in his tasks. At least, that is the story I have heard.”

      I strode across the room and jabbed the knife into the cuff of her chain, prying it free. With a normal knife, I don’t know that I would have trusted it not to break, but this was a knife made by Lorst—at least, one he claimed he’d made—and the lorcith in the blade would not snap easily.

      The lock popped open.

      The woman stepped free, rubbing her wrists as she studied me. “Why did you free me?”

      “You’re one of her Binders.”

      She blinked. “Binders. I have not heard that term in many years. Perhaps once I was a Binder, but that has been a long time.”

      She took a deep breath, and as she did, I felt a surge of heat that took my breath away.

      With a movement so sudden I was barely able to react, she darted forward, grabbed the knife from my hand, and yanked on my arm, twisting me around.

      Rather than resist, I relaxed and rolled with the movement.

      She held the knife, her eyes shining with an expression that told me she thought she’d won.

      “I’m am sorry, Galen of Elaeavn, truly I am, but I cannot let you stop me.”

      She spun, a flurry of kicks and movement that happened faster than most were able to manage. It wasn’t movement like the Hjan; this was simply skilled movement, the kind that came from training and perhaps the addition of augmentation from skills I didn’t know about.

      I backed away from her.

      She slashed, using my knife. Did she think the knife the only way I had to defend myself?

      “You really don’t know anything about me,” I said, rolling to the side to avoid one of her attacks.

      “I have heard enough. When Galen decides he will kill, you are dead.”

      “I freed you.”

      “I can’t risk you making a different decision. This is better, I think.”

      Her foot grazed my skin, and I felt a surge, like that of heat and fire, come from the end of it.

      I was thrown back and struck the wall.

      My vision was dazed for a moment. Not long enough to lose consciousness, but enough that I nearly dropped my darts.

      She flipped toward me, coming feet first, the knife arcing as she landed.

      Two darts streaked from me, both coxberry tipped.

      They flew true.

      When they sank into her chest, she let out something like a sigh, the barest whisper of air that spoke of surprise. She stumbled and fell to the ground next to me.

      Grabbing her, I found she weighed nearly as much as the woman I’d encountered with Dolan. That wasn’t surprising, considering they seemed equally skilled.

      I couldn’t leave her here, but bringing her with me meant that I would abandon any other search, though attempting to move quietly through here now would be beyond even my skills. We’d made more than enough noise to draw attention.

      I slung her over my shoulders, slipped my knife back into the sheath, and started toward the courtyard.
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      I found Cael where I’d left her in the alley. Reaching her had been nearly impossible, especially since I’d made the decision to go back out through the courtyard, which meant scaling the wall and climbing across the roof, all while carrying the woman. Had I gone alone, I would have had an easier time, but I didn’t want to leave her behind until I knew why she had attacked and why she reminded me so much of Carth.

      Cael laughed when I reached her.

      “Why are you laughing at me?”

      “Because it seems like you can’t help yourself. You always seem to find someone else to drag along with you. And usually it’s some woman.”

      I dropped the woman next to the other with a grunt. “No, usually it’s some woman who nearly killed me, or could have killed me, or wanted to kill me.”

      “Yet you’ve never killed any of them.”

      “Not that you’ve seen.”

      “And her?” She nodded to the woman I’d brought.

      “She’s like Carth.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I can be. I think she had been one of the Binders, but maybe she wasn’t anymore. She seemed upset when I suggested that she was.”

      “How do you expect us to get them all to where you intend? I saw how much you strained carrying her, so I suspect she’s more like this one.”

      “Yeah. Damn heavy.” I took a deep breath, peeking out of the alley to look down the street. I didn’t see anyone there. And I hadn’t seen anyone after fighting with this woman, either. That was strange. She’d been subdued, and the other man I’d come across had been subdued as well, but there wasn’t anyone else I found to explain who had captured them.

      I had to go back.

      “Galen—”

      She’d Read me. “There might be others, Cael. I need to know what is going on in there. This might not be what Carth thought, but there’s something going on there.” It had to be tied to what we were after. I didn’t know how, but everything was starting to seem related. Not only with the attack from Dolan and the woman who had Carth-like skills, but then the fact that there had been this captive. Maybe even the other man I’d come across.

      “No. Look!”

      I followed the direction of her gaze. The woman I’d just dosed twice with coxberry started moving. She moaned softly. Before I could react, and before I could even reach for another dart to ensure she stayed sedated, she rolled to the side.

      Her eyes sharpened quickly, and she took in me, then Cael, and then Dolan and the other woman.

      I got another two darts free. This time, one of them was terad tipped. I wasn’t going to risk Cael, not after what I’d seen this woman capable of doing.

      “You brought me out,” the woman said.

      She got to her feet and crouched, studying me.

      “I brought you out.”

      “Why?”

      I shook my head. Now that I had my darts in hand, I didn’t worry as much that she’d get the jump on me. I worried more for Cael, but I could see the way Cael watched her and wondered if she managed to Read anything from her. If she was like the other woman—or like Carth—probably not.

      “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with you.”

      “You don’t intend to kill me.”

      “That’s not going to be my decision.”

      “Who do you intend to let decide? This one?”

      She made a movement toward Cael, but Cael seemed to anticipate it and stepped back, just out of reach. Had she Read her, or did she use one of her other abilities? It was possible she could See what might happen as well. I’d heard of another assassin with that gift, and he had been deadly.

      The woman smiled at Cael. “More than you appear, aren’t you? I suppose, if you’re with him, then you would be, wouldn’t you?”

      The woman backed into the alley. I didn’t need to be a Seer to know that if she got too far from me, she’d make a run for it. She’d proven that she couldn’t beat me, at least not without more weapons, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t faster than me. Considering what I’d seen of her, it was likely that she was faster than me.

      She started to edge into the shadows. If she were anything like Carth, she would be able to blend into them so that I’d lose her completely.

      “Carth,” I said.

      She stopped. I had hoped that she would.

      “I wasn’t going to decide what do with you, but seeing as how you have familiarity with the Binders, and that you fight more like Carth, I thought I’d have her decide what to do with you.”

      The woman shook her head, continuing to move back toward the end of the alley. “Galen of Elaeavn, you are mistaken. Carth of C’than is no more.”

      I shrugged. “If that’s what you believe.”

      “That’s what I know.”

      “Talia knew the same, but she was proven wrong as well.”

      The woman froze. “She… she lives?” She took a step toward me.

      I nodded. “Why were you captured?”

      Her face clouded. “A bounty,” she said.

      “What kind of bounty?”

      “The kind I thought you had come to collect.”

      I glanced at Cael, but she shook her head slightly. She didn’t know, which meant I still had to get answers from this woman. “Who had the bounty on you?”

      She frowned, her eyes darting toward Dolan, and then the other woman. “You don’t know? I thought…”

      “You thought what?”

      “You have collected others, Galen of Elaeavn. You do not work with them?”

      “With who?”

      “The Hjan.”

      My mind started racing, trying to understand what I had gotten myself into. One thing was certain—this was all related. Not only to the crystal still missing, but to whatever Lorst dealt with, and what happened to Carth, and maybe even what Talia had been involved with before I found her. All of it had to be related somehow.

      “Why would the Hjan have a bounty on you?” I asked.

      “Not only me. Anyone who has worked with the C’than in the past. All are in danger.”

      That explained Talia then, though it didn’t explain everything. “And the others in that place?”

      “How many others did you find?”

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “How many others?” she asked again, stepping toward me, her eyes blazing with intensity.

      I held two darts out. “Come too close, and I won’t wait for Carth to decide what to do with you. I’ll decide myself and deal with the consequences.”

      She eyed the darts and then laughed. “That is your weapon?”

      “Terad,” I said, shaking the one with the terad tip. “If you’re lucky, I’ll only use coxberry again.”

      She studied the dart with renewed appreciation. “How many did you find?” Her tone softened, and she stayed in place, seemingly not willing to come any closer.

      “One. A man chained like yourself.”

      Her gaze looked behind me.

      Without thinking about what I did, I spun.

      That was a mistake.

      And maybe the one she had anticipated.

      She reached me before I could turn back to her.

      She grabbed each of my hands, clamping them around the darts.

      I tried jerking my hand free, but I couldn’t. She was stronger than me.

      The end of the alley was empty. She’d used it as a ruse to draw my attention, and it had worked. Now, if I didn’t shake her off me, Cael might be in danger. More danger, at least.

      “Where is Carth?” she asked.

      “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because I intend to finish what I started,” she said.

      I tried ripping my arms free but couldn’t. I was stuck.

      She shoved me forward, sending me against the nearest building, where I cracked my head. Like with the blast she’d used when we’d fought the last time, I was left dazed, but not unconscious. I tried pushing around, spinning to force her against the wall, but she had leverage.

      The woman forced me to my knees.

      Then she started bending my wrists, twisting the darts so that they would come at me.

      I didn’t fear the coxberry. I’d built up immunity to it over the years, dozing so that if I were attacked in the same way that I often attacked others, I wouldn’t be incapacitated. A large enough dose would affect me, but a large enough dose would affect anyone. What I had on my dart would slow me a little, but even that effect wouldn’t last long.

      The terad was a different story.

      There was no immunity to it, and I didn’t have the necessary ingredients for a full reversal. I might be able to bide my time and could work to find a herbalist, but that would require me to be lucky more than anything else, not something that I wanted to count on when my life was at stake.

      The darts continued to twist toward my face.

      “What did you do to Carth?” I asked.

      “The Hjan pay well, especially for her. I think they will offer much for you as well. Then your girl—”

      She fell off my back.

      I jumped and spun around as quickly as I could. One of my darts stuck from her back.

      Cael nodded. “Thought you needed some help.”

      I jabbed another coxberry dart into the woman’s back for good measure.

      “What now?” Cael asked.

      “Now we need to find Carth. I need to know why this woman tried to kill her.”
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      When we got to the house, we expected to find Talia inside. We found the home empty.

      There was no sign of Carth, and no sign of Talia. It was as if neither had ever been there before.

      I dropped the two captives to the floor. I’d managed to bring them with me by holding them against each arm, looking like I escorted two very intoxicated women back to my home. Cael managed to carry Dolan, propping him against her as she walked, grunting every few steps.

      We had to stop several times along the way to dose both women with more coxberry. Dolan stayed sedated, though, at the last stop, I had hit him with another dose just to be safe.

      “Where would they have gone?” Cael asked.

      “They shouldn’t have gone anywhere,” I said, though who was I to think that Carth would remain in the same place? She had never done that in all the time that I’d known her. Most of the time, she simply reappeared, surprising me when she did.

      “What do you want to do with them?” Cael asked.

      I needed to secure them in such a way that they couldn’t escape, at least not until I knew what else they might do. As I considered my options, I laughed. “I should have left her where I found her,” I said. “At least there they had some way of holding her.”

      “What did they use?”

      “Chains,” I started but frowned as I considered. It had been more than only chains, though. There had been some sort of water component, and now that I’d experienced the nature of her ability, I suspected it was tied to whatever talents she possessed.

      “We don’t have chains,” she said.

      “We have something that might work as well.” I reached into my pouch and pulled out the vial of the thick liquid I’d made when trying to hold Josun Elvraeth. Slithca worked to hold those with sliding abilities, and separated most with abilities of the Great Watcher from them, so I had to hope that it could do the same with whatever these abilities were.

      Drawing up the slithca required a different type of patience. The syrup was thick, and it might be better if I could coax them to drink it, but I didn’t have that luxury, and I wanted to ensure they got the dose I needed.

      When I finished with three darts, I dosed each of them. I included Dolan, especially since I knew he could Slide. I kept a supply of coxberry ready, with a dozen darts loaded, and sat back.

      “Now we wait.”

      I searched through the small room for anything I could use to bind them. I found a coil of rope and wrapped it around their arms, binding them to their legs. With both women, I added an extra few loops beyond what I would normally use. They wouldn’t be getting away from me easily.

      We didn’t have to wait long.

      I suspected that one of the women would have woken first. The way they seemed to process the coxberry made it look like they would burn it off faster than Dolan, but he was the one who first started coming around, mostly with soft moans, but gradually his eyes opened and he began looking around the room.

      When he saw me, I smiled at him. “Good that you’re awake, Dolan. I think you and I need to talk.”

      He tried jerking against the bindings, but I’d tied them in such a way that they would only pull tighter the more he jerked. He seemed to recognize this and stopped fighting. As he did, he tried Sliding. With my Sight, I noted it as a shimmer of light and swirls of colors, but it faded quickly when he failed.

      “You’re not going anywhere, Dolan. You can try Sliding, but until the slithca wears off, you won’t be able to get anywhere. And I’m afraid I know how to tie ropes just as well as I can mix slithca.” I leaned close to him, peering at him with all the anger I could muster. “Tell me. Why are you in Asador?”

      He looked over and seemed to notice that we had his female friend bound as well. His gaze drifted past her and settled on the other. Confusion crossed his eyes.

      “How did you capture Nyelle?”

      “Is she the one with you?”

      He nodded.

      “Same as you. Coxberry. Enough sedative and even the largest person goes down. Your big friend learned that as well.”

      I didn’t love the fact that we’d left him behind and couldn’t account for him. I didn’t know what he might do. Maybe nothing, but if he went for help, and if he brought others after us, then I knew we’d be in for more of a fight than I wanted.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “I’m the one asking questions,” I told him. “You were willing to come and speak to me. But then you attacked. I’d like to know what triggered it.”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I think I might understand more than you realize.”

      “You’re a fool, Galen. All you care about is money. That’s the story about you, isn’t it? You took up in Eban, waiting there for jobs, working as an assassin, using your abilities for that.”

      “What would you have had me do when I was exiled?”

      “There are others you could have gone to. You would have known had you been willing to listen.”

      “Others. The Forgotten.”

      Was Dolan admitting that he was deep within the Forgotten? Lorst had shared some of what he knew about them, and how he viewed them as a threat. After what I’d been through, I suspected he knew what he was talking about.

      “When you say it like that, I can tell you don’t understand.”

      “Explain it to me in a way that I can understand,” I said. “Because otherwise, I won’t have a choice with what I do with you.”

      Dolan watched my face and started to smile before seeming to realize that I wasn’t making a joke. His smile faded. “What do you know about the Forgotten?” he asked.

      “I know there is an organization of exiles who think to return to the city. I know they have attacked already. And I know that they’ve lost.”

      All of that came from what Lorst had told me. There would be more, but I needed to get it from Dolan.

      He sighed. “They attacked and lost. They are fools.” He turned so that he could fix me with his gaze. “There are exiles who want to return, and those who want only to live comfortably. Like you,” he said. “Have you ever wanted to return?”

      “Not until recently.”

      His gaze drifted to Cael, who had moved closer so that she could sit next to me. “You met someone.” He frowned as he looked at her. “Not just someone. Elvraeth.” He turned his attention back to me. “That’s how you knew about me. She Read me, didn’t she?”

      When I didn’t answer, he tried turning so that he could look at Nyelle better, but I put my foot out so that he couldn’t move.

      “What happened when you tried to return?” he asked. “They would have executed you.”

      “Banished to the mines,” I said.

      “The mines? That’s for a first offense, not for those who’ve already been exiled.”

      “It was considered compassion by the head of the council.”

      His eyes widened slightly. “If you have returned, then know that I’m not like those Forgotten,” Dolan said. “They wanted to return. They plotted, and they were willing to risk everything just for the chance to return to the city. The rest of us… we wanted only to live. The Great Watcher knows we didn’t care about the fact that our abilities fade with each generation!”

      I didn’t know that about the abilities and glanced at Cael. She stared at Dolan, making a point of not looking in my direction. Had she known? The way she bit at the inside of her lip told me that she probably had.

      There was only one reason I thought that might be. What did Elaeavn have that other places did not? The answer came to me easily—the crystal. It would explain why the Hjan wanted it and would explain why it was so valuable.

      “You didn’t care, but a chance came for you to change that, didn’t it?”

      Dolan blinked and took a deep breath. “Maybe you know more than I realized.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why do you want it?” he asked. “What reason would you have to keep one of the great crystals? If you care about the future generations of those born outside of Elaeavn, you will help us. You’re an exile as well!”

      “I care, but I care more about who possesses something of that much power.”

      “We will keep it safe.”

      “Doesn’t seem like everyone is getting along.”

      His face clouded. “Not all of us exiles decided we were happy remaining outside the city. When the Hjan made an offer… many were tempted. Those of us who could… intended to see the crystal kept safe.”

      “Will you? You think I know nothing, but I’ve faced the Hjan, and I at least know what I’m getting into with them. You think you can keep the crystal safe with your group of exiles?”

      Dolan took a breath, puffing out his chest. Bound as he was, it looked ridiculous. “We know our limitations. Not all of us share the same limitations as those within Elaeavn. You think you’re the only one who has learned since leaving the city? Do you think you’re the only one who is dangerous?”

      I glanced at Cael. If these were the kind of people who intended to possess the crystal—and intended to keep it from the Hjan—we were in more trouble than I realized.

      “Do you know where it is?” I asked.

      “I’m not going to tell you that.”

      I shot forward, my knife pressing beneath his neck. I drew a bead of blood. “Do you believe I’m dangerous?” I asked.

      His eyes didn’t leave my face. He licked his lips and then swallowed. “Yes.”

      “Good.” I pulled the knife back from his neck but didn’t move. “I will find the crystal. I will ensure its safety. That’s all I care about. Whether you’re a part of it or not.”

      “Why would you bring it back to them? They exiled you! Do you really believe they’ll allow you to return?”

      “I don’t care if I return. I have all I need.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because the crystals belong to Elaeavn. They belong to the people. I may not belong in the city anymore, but that doesn’t change the fact that I shouldn’t take it away from them. Without the crystal, the city is weakened, and others are in danger. I won’t be a part of that, either.”

      “You’re just doing what the council wants.”

      “Now it’s you who has proven how little he knows. The council doesn’t rule in Elaeavn, not as it had. The guilds do.”

      “The guilds?”

      I nodded. “With your ability to Slide, you might even find a home within one of them.”

      Dolan laughed. “You expect me to believe that there’s some sort of Sliding Guild?”

      “They call themselves the Traveling Guild, but that’s exactly what I’d have you believe.”

      It was more than I had been able to comprehend, though I’d been away from the city long enough that I shouldn’t have been surprised by the fact that much had changed. I hadn’t known the power the guilds possessed before, and I still didn’t know what to make of the fact that the guilds seemed to have nearly as much power as the council.

      Dolan rolled onto his back. He was silent for long moments. “They have it.”

      “The Hjan?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. There are some who think to bargain with the Hjan. They would make a trade, and they have proven they are powerful enough to do so.”

      I checked in with Cael. Had I missed an opportunity? “What kind of trade do they think they’ll make with the Hjan?”

      Dolan shook his head. “I don’t know. We haven’t been able to find out.”

      “We. Who else are you working with?”

      “When you live outside of Elaeavn, you get to realize that we’re not as powerful as we like to think we are. There are others in the world with more skill, or more strength, or simply more numbers. Since you keep to yourself in Eban, you might not know that.”

      I thought of Lorst and what I’d seen from him. He was from Elaeavn and was the first person I’d met who I thought might give Carth a real challenge. But Dolan was right. There were others in the world with powers that I didn’t fully understand. When I’d learned of the Binders, I had discovered the truth of that.

      “I know more than you might realize.”

      Dolan flicked his gaze to the two women bound and still sedated. “Maybe you do.”

      “Who is she?” I asked.

      “Nyelle?” When I nodded, he sighed. “She comes from a place called Nyaesh. I’d never heard of it before, but they have men and women with incredible power there. Many have skills like her.”

      Was that where Carth had come from? I’d always heard her referred to as Carth of C’than, but I didn’t know if C’than was a place, or something else.

      “They call themselves the A’ras. They’re not very fond of the Hjan, which is why we sought to partner with them.”

      I studied the women. They were similar in training. When you faced someone, you discover tendencies, and they both had similar tendencies, enough that it was clear to me that they had the same sort of training. Likely Carth as well, though she had something else, something that I’d seen with her use of the shadows.

      “Partner? They were going to help you recover the crystal?”

      Dolan nodded. “Recover. Then keep it safe.”

      “How many are there of you?”

      “If I tell you—”

      “How many?”

      Dolan licked his lips again. Was it a nervous habit or was it the side effect of the slithca?

      “A hundred exiles, all trained. We’ve partnered with nearly twenty of the A’ras.”

      One hundred and twenty. Against the Hjan, who had proven they could Slide wherever they needed, and who had proven difficult for even me to stop. If I could slow two women of the A’ras—though with some difficulty—I didn’t think they were enough.

      I unsheathed my knife and sliced at Dolan.

      He started to jerk back, and the knife caught the rope, freeing him.

      With his wrists free, Dolan rubbed them and looked over at me with an expression that showed only confusion. He didn’t move, not trying to run or fight or do anything now that he was freed. The slithca would prevent him from Sliding.

      “Why did you free me?” he asked.

      “Because you can’t do what you were trying by yourself. There aren’t enough of you, not with what needs to happen.”

      “What needs to happen?” Dolan asked.

      “I’m going to recover the crystal. And you’re going to help.”
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      The street outside the small building looked the same as it had when I’d been there before, but somehow entirely different. No longer did I see it as a place only to obtain information. Now I understood that those who worked on the other side had a darker agenda, one that had them working along with the Hjan. I still didn’t know if they had the crystal, but I didn’t think I could wait any longer to investigate, not after my last attack on the building.

      Dolan remained silent nearby. I think he still didn’t know whether to trust me or to attack me. I would have shared his nervousness.

      “Will the others appear?” I asked.

      Dolan stared into the darkness as if he were Sighted. It occurred to me that I hadn’t determined what other abilities Dolan possessed. I knew he could Slide, but more than that, I didn’t know. When it came to those from Elaeavn, I usually worked smarter than that.

      “Nyelle said they would.”

      She hadn’t seemed surprised when she awoke. It was a measure of her skill that she simply took in the fact that she had been captured and now was not. If she was with Carth, it made me appreciate her skill all the more.

      “They know you’re after them now,” I said.

      Dolan shot me a hard look. “Because of you.”

      “Me. There was a woman who came running here after we captured you. The other woman I captured. The Great Watcher knows who else.” I still hadn’t let her awaken, leaving her dosed with several vials of slithca and enough coxberry to kill. I didn’t want to risk her waking while we were gone, and I hadn’t decided what to do with her. If she had attacked Carth, then I didn’t want to risk her coming along on this little mission, not when not only my survival, but that of others was at stake. Cael would keep an eye on her and had more than enough of both slithca and coxberry to keep her out if she started to stir. “The point is, I don’t think you would have surprised them like you think you were.”

      “And now we won’t know,” Dolan said.

      “Deal with the disappointment,” I suggested.

      Movement came from down the street. I noted the flash of steel and not much else. If that was the A’ras, they moved silently. I hoped it was enough for what we might face, especially considering I preferred to have a better idea of what we might encounter. Going like this—going in essentially blind—made me nervous.

      As the shapes resolved, it became apparent that the lead person was Nyelle. She stalked forward, her sword held in front of her, and stopped on the other side of the building, watching it.

      It was time to move.

      My heart fluttered. How long had it been since I’d been nervous making a move like this? Years? Maybe since I first came to Eban. Nerves were one of the first things Isander sought to destroy when he worked with me. If I were nervous, and if I were on edge, I wouldn’t be able to focus on the task I needed. That had been his belief, at least.

      With a few steady breaths, I calmed myself, settling my heartbeat and trying to remove the edge. It didn’t leave entirely.

      How much of it had to do with the fact that I now had something I wanted to live for? Always before, I’d been content knowing I might die, and knowing that was a risk of what I did. For so many years, I thought it a fate I deserved. Then I met Cael and with her, I finally began to see a future, and was even willing to have it be one where I returned to Elaeavn. Whatever it took to be with her.

      First I had to help recover the crystal.

      Without that, not only the city would be unsafe. If men like the Hjan managed to gain that kind of power, we would all be in danger.

      It meant the potential of a sacrifice, but one that had to be made to ensure we had a chance at something else.

      My heart steadied.

      Gripping two handfuls of darts, I started forward.

      Dolan came with me. The only thing that surprised me more than the short sword he carried was that he seemed to know how to use it. Within Elaeavn, there weren’t many even willing to fight if it came to it.

      “Where do you intend to enter?” Dolan asked as we neared Nyelle.

      I noted a dozen with her. All were dressed similarly. Unlike Carth and her Binders, the A’ras comprised both men and women. Heat radiated from them like a furnace.

      “There’s a courtyard around the back. That’s where I entered before.”

      “How did you get to the courtyard, Galen of Elaeavn?” Nyelle asked.

      I smiled at the similarity to Carth. Had we more time, we could have waited for Carth. Having her with us would be valuable. But if we didn’t move now, we ran the risk of those within this house changing locations. Already it was a risk. I had made enough noise when I was there the last time to startle the Great Watcher.

      “Over the roof. If you’ve trained with who I think you have, it should be no difficulty for you.”

      Nyelle’s eyes narrowed. “Not all of us share her skill.”

      “No? That’s a shame.”

      “If we find this crystal, the A’ras intend to protect it,” Nyelle said. “That was the agreement. You may assist, but it will be ours to defend.”

      That had been the price of Nyelle’s willingness to help, and a price I had willingly paid. Whatever it took to ensure the crystal was secured. Once we knew it was, then I could worry about who should possess it.

      “That was the agreement,” I said.

      “What of yours?” I asked Dolan. “You promised there would be others with you.”

      “There will be,” he repeated.

      I searched the street but saw no sign of anyone else. There was the A’ras with Nyelle, Dolan, and myself. I couldn’t help but think that might not be enough, especially since whoever was on the other side of this building had managed to subdue a woman with more talent than Nyelle.

      Then again, so had I.

      It was time to get moving. Dawn would be here soon, and with it and the new day, it would be harder to make a move on the building. Under the blanket of darkness, we could move silently, and we could sneak in and out. In the daylight, we risked drawing the attention of the Asador city watch. The sky had already lost the pure darkness of the middle of the night and now had a hazy sort of light to it. An hour, maybe a little more. That was all the time we had.

      I nodded to the roof and used the building in the alley to scale the wall the same as I had the first time I’d come here. I felt exposed as I did. Not because of where I climbed, but because Nyelle and those with her all watched me. I felt their gaze on me.

      Once on the roof, I wasn’t surprised to see Nyelle reach the same vantage as quickly as I had. She moved in ways that were like Talia, who had moved in ways like Carth. The other A’ras followed, and soon the rooftop was covered with people.

      “We should split up,” I suggested. “If we all come through the courtyard, we won’t have enough room to maneuver. The hall is narrow.”

      Nyelle nodded and whispered something quietly to a slender man next to her. He listened and nodded, motioning to six of the A’ras to follow, before they jumped back to the street. “Two minutes, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      We didn’t have much time then.

      I followed the roofline toward the courtyard and had started to climb down when I hesitated.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      One of the A’ras didn’t hesitate and jumped down, landing in the middle of the courtyard, the same place where I had landed when I first came here. As soon as he did, something changed.

      It was like the temperature dropped quickly.

      The A’ras man jerked, his body freezing in place. I peered into the courtyard, looking for anything that would help me know what happened there, but couldn’t find anything. Other than the A’ras, it was empty.

      “What weakness do you have?” I asked Nyelle quickly.

      Her eyes were fixed on the man.

      “Damn it! I need to know so I can help!”

      “Our power comes from the Flame of A’ras. If they counter the flame…”

      That explained the cold and might explain why the woman had been chained in water as she had. “Good thing I’m not A’ras,” I said.

      I pushed off into the courtyard.

      When I landed, I felt the cold seep into my bones. It was powerful, and colder than any winter I’d ever experienced. The only thing it lacked was snow.

      The A’ras moved, but he did so slowly as if his legs didn’t work the way they should.

      Mine didn’t work all that well either. The cold seeped through me, stronger than me.

      I scanned the courtyard but saw nothing to explain it. Whatever had caused this was on the other side. And if the A’ras couldn’t use their ability, that meant that I had to go in alone.

      It was a position I was far too familiar with.
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      The door resisted me this time. Whereas before, I had used my knife and managed to pry it open; this time, it refused to unlock. I either had to take a run at it or find something with more leverage.

      I looked back to the A’ras and his sword.

      Leverage.

      “Sorry,” I said, slipping it from his frozen grip. “I’m only going to borrow this.”

      When I used the sword on the door, I slipped it along the frame and started wiggling it from side to side until it penetrated the wood, giving me more of an opening. Then, with a small gap there, I forced it through and then pulled on it.

      With a loud groan, the door moved.

      When it opened, it did so with a thunderous crack.

      Whatever advantage we might have had was gone.

      I jumped into the opening, readying my darts. The lantern that had been here before was out, the light dimmed, and much like outside, the hall was bitterly cold.

      Had they assumed the A’ras had attacked?

      I glanced down the hall, thinking of the cell I’d found the woman occupying. They had wanted her for a reason. I didn’t know what that was, but they had wanted the other man for a reason, too. I had thought it had something to do with him smuggling girls, but what if I’d been wrong?

      Rushing down the hall, I stopped at the door where I’d found him. When I pushed it open, he still hung suspended from the chains. His room wasn’t as cold as the others, but unpleasantly cold nonetheless.

      This time, he didn’t even bother looking up.

      “Why do they hold you?” I asked quickly.

      The man looked up. His gaunt face looked haunted. “You’ve come to torment me again?”

      “I’m not with them. Why do they hold you?”

      “You struck me like you were.”

      I hurried over to him. “I needed answers. You had them. Tell me. Why. Do. They. Hold. You?”

      He looked up, studying me and seeming to note the color of my eyes for the first time. “They think there’s something I can offer the Hjan.”

      Again with the Hjan. I was getting tired of it.

      “What do they think you can offer?”

      The man tried shaking his head, but he was weak.

      “Do you have any abilities?” I asked.

      His body stiffened.

      “They had one of the A’ras here as well. Do you know anything about that?”

      “I have nothing to do with that A’ras,” he spat.

      Not the A’ras. The man had said that A’ras.

      “What did she do to you?”

      He looked up at me, his gaze hotter than it had been before. “She did nothing to me.”

      “Then why do you care so much about her?” I was wasting time, but I needed the answers.

      “I don’t care about her. I care about what she did.”

      “You think she killed Carth.”

      He swallowed, and I knew I had read the situation right.

      “Carth lives. I have seen her.”

      “Carth doesn’t live. Whoever you have seen is an imposter.”

      “I’ve known Carth long enough that I would know an imposter. She lives.”

      “You… know Carth?”

      “As well as anyone can know her. She’s the reason I’m here now.”

      That wasn’t entirely true, but it didn’t matter if he didn’t know that.

      “What power do you have? Why would the Hjan want you?”

      “They want to use my skills,” he finally answered.

      “And what skills are those?”

      He sighed. “They would have me serve as a forger. With as many Hjan as they seek to create, they need others who can forge metal.”

      “A smith?”

      He nodded.

      Lorst would want to meet this man, I suspected. I didn’t know exactly what he meant that the Hjan wanted to create others, but I knew I couldn’t leave him here. If he sided with Carth, that would be enough reason to help him, but I had the sense that everyone held in these cells might be a danger if the Hjan managed to obtain them.

      I used my knife to pry open his chains.

      He stood unsteadily and tried to walk, but each step faltered.

      “Stay here. Get out when it’s safe,” I said, reaching the door.

      “Where are you going?” the forger asked.

      “To stop them. First I have to find some way to warm up the damn hall so the A’ras with me can actually help.”

      His eyes widened. “That… I might be able to help with.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I made my way through the hall, stopping at each door along the way, I noted how the temperature in the hall slowly started to increase. It wasn’t comfortable yet, but whatever the forger did seemed to work.

      I didn’t risk slowing other than to peek inside each of the doors I came across. Most had chains, but they were empty. A few had stains telling me that they had not been for long. Near the end of the hall, I found another door with a young woman on the other side.

      She stood in a pool of icy water, and her arms were chained over her head. When I entered, she barely bothered looking up.

      “Go ahead and do what you will to me,” she said. “I will not tell you anything.”

      “Good. I don’t want to know anything.”

      She looked up then and blinked. “You.”

      I frowned. “Me?”

      “You should not be here.”

      “Where should I be?”

      “Anywhere else. They intend for you to be here. They want to draw her.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play the fool. They know about your connection to her.”

      It wouldn’t be Cael. There wasn’t any reason for the Hjan to be interested in her, other than the fact that she had ties to the Elvraeth council. That meant one of the other women I knew. There was only one I could think of who the Hjan would be interested in.

      Had this all been a way to draw her out?

      “She’s dead,” I said.

      The woman fixed me with a stare stronger than I would have managed were I in her situation. “Do you really believe that?”

      I doubted I could hide my response, and didn’t try.

      Instead, I unlocked her chains and helped her away from the wall.

      A part of me worried that she might attack. The last A’ras I attempted to rescue from here had nearly killed me—twice. But this woman did nothing other than stretch. As she did, I felt heat start to ooze away from her as she used this A’ras flame Nyelle had told me about.

      In the hall, I motioned toward the courtyard. “Go that way to find Nyelle.”

      Her eyes widened slightly, enough to tell me that she recognized the name. “Where will you go?”

      “I haven’t done what I came here to do.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Something stupid.” As I stepped toward the end of the hall, I paused. “How many of them are there?”

      “You risk yourself, and you don’t know what you will find?” she asked, her tone incredulous.

      “Not normally, but for this…”

      The woman turned and joined me at the door. “I will come with you, then.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t want help?”

      “I don’t know if I can trust the help,” I admitted.

      “I have served with Carth of C’than since she was only known as Carthenne Rel. I have known her nearly my entire life. I have counted her as one of my closest friends. If whatever you do is on her behalf, I must help.”

      I stared at her, uncertain what to say at first. “Her name is Carthenne?”

      The woman smiled. “Do not tell her I shared that.”

      “And you? Who are you?”

      “I am Alison Al-shad. First Daughter of the Al-shad family and heir to Nyaesh.”

      I suspected I should be awed by that, but I had trouble getting impressed by titles. I’d seen too many claim titles they didn’t deserve, and others create titles that had nothing to do with what they actually did.

      “I’m Galen.”

      Alison sniffed, shaking her head. “You could be no one else.”

      I didn’t know if that was a compliment or a slight.

      I didn’t have a chance to decide. The door opened, and chaos came through.
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      A man carrying two swords, both spinning wildly, emerged from the doorway. He had an oiled beard and an otherwise bald head. When he saw us, he danced forward, his sword moving faster than I could follow.

      I flicked a pair of darts at him and sliced them from the air.

      Alison backed away, putting the wall behind her. I thought that a mistake until I noted the way the man pressed her toward the wall, and then she seemed to climb it, flipping behind him. She kicked, spinning as she did and catching him in the backs of his legs. The man fell with a grunt.

      That was all I managed to see.

      Another two attackers came through the doorway. One carried a slender sword of Neeland, a blade I knew would be poisoned. The other drew my attention the most.

      He had a fresh scar along the side of his face, running from his temple all the way down to his chin. Another followed, this an older woman, also with a long scar, equally fresh.

      Hjan.

      I barely had time to reach into my pouch for terad-tipped darts.

      Now wasn’t the time to waste with coxberry. This needed to be fast, and I needed to ensure those I caught with the darts didn’t get back up.

      The two Hjan split to either side of me. The sellsword approached from the middle, his face a tight mask of anger. I’d killed enough sellswords that I wondered if he knew any of them.

      I would have to time this well.

      The Hjan could be tricky, especially if they were able to Slide. And I didn’t want to catch Alison. Which meant I couldn’t splay the darts wildly. With terad, all I needed was one to catch. If I could manage that, the rest would take care of itself.

      Behind the Hjan, I noted Alison jumped, flipping over her attacker.

      I flipped my darts all at once.

      These were high-quality darts, sourced by Carth herself, and I had little doubt that they would fly true. The Hjan noted the movement, and both flickered with swirls of color.

      As they did, I sent four more darts, two for each, where the shimmering color reappeared.

      Both connected.

      The Hjan fell, dropping to the ground.

      In spite of a dart sticking from his neck, the sellsword didn’t.

      “We’ve learned we need to protect against terad with you,” the man said.

      He slashed, and I rolled.

      I had only my darts and a knife, not enough to face a Neelish sellsword, especially not if he was immune to my most potent toxin. I had others but wouldn’t have the time to tip them, not if I intended to stay alive.

      He darted forward, stabbing as he did. It forced me to turn and then roll. Each movement prevented me from attacking, a fact I think he knew—and counted on.

      His sword jabbed forward again, this time almost connecting with me.

      I flipped the two remaining darts I held.

      Both stuck in his neck, but they barely slowed him.

      He grinned.

      Then he sliced down with his sword.

      I was near the wall and couldn’t move anywhere. He’d forced me back, pushing me into a corner where there was no place else for me to go. In the moment I watched the sword arc toward me, I felt peace.

      I wasn’t dying an assassin.

      Whatever else, I had come here for a different reason. The assassin was gone. Cael would be pleased, even as she mourned. I hoped she Read me now, and hoped she knew that I had found a measure of peace.

      Before the sword reached my face, another caught it.

      Alison turned the blade up.

      She held both of the other swordsman’s blades and flicked her wrist, twisting so that she feinted in an attack before drawing it back. The sellsword shifted his attention to her, his sword a blur.

      I had thought the first man deadly, but seeing the sellsword attack, I realized I had misjudged.

      And as skilled as he might be, the fluid way that Alison moved, the easy way she deflected each attack and pushed the sellsword back, told me that she was even more skilled.

      From the look of concentration on his face, the sellsword knew it.

      With another twist of the swords, Alison caught him on the arm.

      His sword clattered to the ground.

      He lowered his shoulder and tried lunging at her but she caught him in the chest, and he fell.

      “You… are outstanding,” he said.

      She wiped the blood off the blade and kicked the other sword over to me. “Take it, Galen. You might need something other than your little darts.”

      “My little darts have kept me alive.”

      “Your little darts almost got you killed.”

      I grabbed the sword, testing it briefly. It wasn’t the first time I’d held a Neelish sword, and knew to be careful with the blade. They were sharp but poisoned, a hallmark of the sellswords.

      “These were not the Hjan I’ve faced before,” Alison said.

      “They had fresh scars,” I said.

      “Hmm. Perhaps that is all it was.”

      As we moved through the door, I let Alison lead. I had a new respect for the skills of whoever had captured her.

      The other side of the door led to a wide stair going down. There was another corridor, but it was closed. I imagined it opened to the rest of the house, and that was what interested me. Whatever else we did, I suspected we needed to go down.

      “Where does this lead?” I asked, nodding to the stairs.

      She shook her head. “I’ve only seen my cell.”

      We started down. “How did they capture you?”

      “Betrayal.”

      “One of yours?”

      Alison glanced over at me. “Why?”

      “There’s a woman… I thought she was with Carth until she attacked me. She admitted she was the one who killed Carth.”

      “The one Carth allowed to think had killed her.”

      “Why?” I hoped for more of an answer than Carth had given me.

      “You know why, Galen.”

      We reached the bottom of the stairs. It was cooler here, but it was a natural cool, nothing like what I’d experienced on the upper level. The air held an earthy odor but mixed with a dampness. Distantly, there came a steady rushing sound, like waves splashing.

      This likely connected to the shore.

      “She told me she wanted to draw out the Hjan, but she hasn’t explained why.”

      “Carth has lost much to the Hjan. It took her giving up what she wanted to ensure peace, to see the accords were signed. And they held. For many years, they held. When the Hjan broke the accords, she took it personally.”

      I hadn’t known that Carth had been responsible for the accords. I knew that she was upset when they failed, but then, that had happened when I’d first met her. Had all this been taking place in the time since?

      It seemed impossible to believe, but what other answer was there?

      The space here opened up into a wide hall. I stood, hesitating for a moment, not certain whether anyone would attack. Three doors stood opposite me, all closed.

      “Which one do we choose?” I asked.

      “I think we have to try each.”

      The longer I was here, the more I felt confident that the answer to what we searched for would be found, but I still didn’t know who we faced, or why. Alison didn’t seem interested in sharing either, though in that she was more like Carth.

      The other side of the first door led to a massive room filled with cots and tools and a small hearth along the wall. I scanned it, unable to shake its resemblance to a hospital, when movement drew my attention.

      It was a flicker of color, a swirling that reminded me of Sliding.

      Dropping into a roll, I grabbed for a handful of darts and held them ready but didn’t see any recurrence of the shimmery light that I associated with Sliding.

      “What did you see?” Alison asked.

      “Someone was here. They Slid away.”

      She stalked forward, her swords ready, but nothing moved to attack. She lifted something off one of the beds and held it out to me. “What does this look like?”

      It was a bloody length of sheet. “A bandage.” I nodded to the instruments hanging on the wall. “These are surgical tools. From what I’ve seen of the Hjan, this is a place where they would create more of them.”

      I didn’t really understand what they did, only that they used some sort of implant to augment their abilities. I hadn’t realized they could do it so easily.

      “They haven’t done it outside of Thyr before,” Alison said. “They’ve always been protected by the tower.”

      “They’re moving faster,” I suggested. “It was the Hjan who captured you?”

      “I didn’t know at first. Maybe they had not been the Hjan. They had some of their abilities, but not all. They were skilled, but not nearly as skilled as the Hjan I’ve faced before. Much like those we faced back there.”

      “Because they’re new?”

      Alison frowned as she examined a few of the instruments on the wall. “I don’t know. Maybe that’s all there was to it. Most were like you.”

      “Like me? Assassins?”

      She shook her head. “The true Hjan are assassins. These were men and women of Elaeavn.”

      This was what Carth suspected, but I needed to know if I could trust Dolan. “Do you trust Nyelle?”

      “She is trustworthy. A skilled woman. Why do you ask?”

      I shook my head. “A concern.” I surveyed the room, noting the empty cots. Over a dozen, and implements enough to use to perform surgery. “When have the Hjan ever hired others to work with them?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      My mind raced through the possibilities. The man abducted to create forgings. The woman who had attempted to kill Carth. This place and the other Forgotten. All of it was linked, I suspected. “What if these weren’t the real Hjan you faced?”

      “What else would they be?”

      The Hjan had fallen too easily, hadn’t they? When I’d faced the Hjan before, even one of them had been almost too much for me. I had grown more skilled, but not so much that I should be able to defeat one of the Hjan that easily.

      “I…”

      There was a flicker of movement.

      Colors swirled.

      Over a dozen Hjan—or whatever they were—appeared.

      Alison glanced at me, already starting forward, swinging her swords as she did.

      I checked my darts, ensured that I had enough—and that they were all terad tipped—and joined her in the attack.
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      The room wasn’t a good place to defend. The surgical instruments nearby ended up more as weapons, forcing me to duck as they flew past my head. I had the sword, but I wasn’t skilled enough to use it, not the way Alison whipped around with it.

      I had my darts.

      As much as she might have thought them useless, I didn’t have to get close to my attacker to use them. That might be the only advantage they provided when faced with an attack like this.

      Staying low, I flipped darts each time I noted a swirl of color indicating someone Sliding. The first few times, I wasn’t certain the darts connected, but I popped my head up periodically and noted that more than a few of the false-Hjan had fallen.

      Alison was near one of the cots. Gashes bled profusely, and I wondered how many times she’d been hit and how many of the blades were poisoned. She wouldn’t last much longer, not under that type of onslaught.

      I crawled toward her, tossing darts as I went, becoming careless, something Isander had always coached me to avoid. When a man got careless was when he died.

      I noted a sword arcing toward me almost at the last second.

      Rolling beneath the cot, I kicked against it, sending the Hjan who had Slid near it flying across the room, where he collided with two others. Using three darts, they all fell to terad.

      How was it that so many remained?

      There had been a dozen to start with, and it seemed there were still a dozen.

      As I watched, it seemed others appeared.

      I backed toward Alison and stayed low, trying to help her as much as I could.

      “Darts aren’t always so useless,” I said.

      She forced a smile as she slashed at two attackers, missing as they Slid away before her sword could connect. “I didn’t say always. Most of the time.”

      “I’m sorry we’ll die this way,” I said.

      “What makes you think we’ll die?”

      I flicked a pair of darts as I ducked beneath one of the cots to avoid a sword. Alison caught the blade and stabbed the man holding it.

      “There are more of them than us,” I said. “Every time we kill one, another appears. That sort of makes it seem like we won’t survive this.”

      “That’s a possibility,” she said. Two Hjan appeared in a swirl of shimmery light, and she surged toward them, somehow catching both of them.

      “What’s another?” I asked.

      She offered a grim smile. “Watch.”

      Heat began to build.

      It came on suddenly, and with such power and force that it exploded away from her. The Hjan in the room were caught in her blast and most fell, not able to get up. Those who tried to get up became targets for my darts. I caught them before they could fully rise.

      And it was over.

      I stood, my legs shaky, waiting for others of the Hjan to appear, but none did.

      “That couldn’t be it, could it? Why make this the last stand?”

      “I don’t think that was it,” Alison said. She closed her eyes, and the heat continued to radiate from her. When her eyes snapped open, she pointed toward the door. “We need to move.”

      I could only nod.

      When we reached the door, the heat still coming off her gave rise to a question. “Why didn’t you do that before?” I asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Your flame magic.”

      Alison took a deep breath, flicking her gaze around the room we still occupied. “It must be used carefully. I will not be able to summon nearly as much power the next time.”

      “Then we had better finish this up.”

      She bowed her head in a nod.

      The next door had another hallway. While Alison started down the hall, I checked the third door, only to find it locked. Using my knife, I pried it open. It was a closet of some sort. Inside, there was a huge blast furnace, and I could feel the heat still coming off it.

      Not a closet. A smithy.

      Was this where the Hjan placed their implants?

      I kicked the door closed behind me and raced down the hall, catching Alison at the end.

      Like so many of the other halls here, there were no lanterns, nothing to guide our way. Alison didn’t seem to mind any more than I did, though with my Sight I had an advantage. The floor consisted of dark stones, each scored every few feet, making me wonder if they had been brought here or if this was stone natural to the tunnel.

      No doors lined the hall. That should have concerned me.

      There was nothing but a blank wall at the end of the tunnel.

      Alison ran her hand along it. “There is something here,” she said.

      “There’s the wall.”

      “Beyond the wall.”

      We wouldn’t be able to reach beyond the wall. “Unless you can find a way past…”

      I hesitated. What if I could find a way past?

      Not with a door, but with someone who could Slide us past. Lorst had proven he could carry others with him when he brought both Cael and I to Asador, but could Dolan?

      And where were they?

      “What have you come up with?” Alison asked.

      “An idea. We need to go back.”

      “You go back. I will stay and see if I can get through here.”

      I nodded and raced down the tunnel, past the open area, and up the stairs.

      At the top, I froze.

      The hall was littered with bodies.

      I saw A’ras lying broken, bodies torn apart. A few still moved, but most would never again.

      The Hjan must have come through here first.

      Nyelle stared with glazed eyes at the door to the courtyard.

      It was a waste. Too many had died. And the Hjan were to blame.

      There would be time to mourn later. There would have to be.

      In the courtyard, I raced up to the roof. The sky had started to brighten, a haze of faint orange now streaking across the horizon. We didn’t have much time remaining.

      Scrambling across the roof, I dropped into the street.

      The destruction here matched that of the hall. Nearly a dozen bodies lay in various positions along the ground. Those with eyes still open showed green irises. All Forgotten.

      I didn’t see Dolan.

      Kicking the door open, I carefully stepped inside.

      It was an open room, one that gave the appearance of a home, hiding the fact that there was something darker on the other side. A small wooden table had been shoved against the wall. Shelves held a few books and pots. The scent of spice hung in the air. A well-maintained hearth had two logs resting within.

      Nothing moved.

      That couldn’t be right; there had to be something here.

      I was missing something.

      I slowed down and studied the room. As I did, I noted the scratches on the floor near the table. There was something there.

      Throwing it out of the way, I found a small rung along the wall and realized that a section of the floor would move. Pulling this up, there was a dark space beneath.

      Knowing I shouldn’t, I jumped in anyway.

      I dropped into darkness.

      My Sight adjusted quickly. As it did, I found… nothing.

      The room was empty. Wooden walls had scratches on them much like the floor overhead, but I couldn’t tell what made them.

      I climbed back out of the hole and stood in the main room, thinking about what must be on the other side of the wall. There would be the hall, and the row of cells, and the doors.

      There had to be something else.

      As I scanned it, I found what I sought in the back of the hearth. The stone was too clean. As I stood on the hearth, I searched for signs of some way through it. This had to connect to the other side.

      Then I found what I needed. The grate holding the logs was uneven. When I pressed it, the wall shifted to the side and opened to the carnage that I’d seen on the other side.

      Dolan stood in the midst of it.

      “Where have you been?” he demanded. “How could you let this happen?”

      “I…” I didn’t know how to answer. How could I have let this happen? “We were attacked. I need your help.”

      He stared at Nyelle, and a tear dripped down his cheek. “So many lost. The others joined, but they weren’t enough. Not nearly enough…”

      “I saw.”

      He looked up. “You saw.”

      “How many can you Slide?”

      “Myself. Maybe one more. That’s all I can take.”

      I grabbed his elbow and started him down the stairs. When he saw the bodies of the Hjan, he gasped.

      “This was you?”

      “Not only me. Come on.”

      We made our way down the darkened hall and found it empty. The stone was hot, and I wondered if Alison had done something to it, but where was she?

      “What is this, Galen?” he asked.

      I doubted we had time to spend trying to figure out what had happened to her. “Can you Slide me behind the wall?”

      “I can’t Slide anywhere I’ve never been!”

      “Imagine you’re going ten steps forward.”

      “You don’t understand. We could get stuck in the stone, or we could end up in the sea, or we could—”

      “I understand that the Hjan—or whoever they were—were concerned enough about us reaching this place that they threw everything they had at us. We need to get to the other side of the wall. Can you try this?”

      Dolan took a breath and nodded.

      He grabbed my arm, and I braced myself. Then we Slid.
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      The sensation of Sliding was that of flashing colors mixed with a bitter scent. When Lorst had Slid me, he had always managed to make it seem easy, a simple step forward. With Dolan, it was slow, as if we were dragged through mud before we emerged.

      A steady blue glow appeared in the center of a wide, paneled room. The air had the same bitterness that I’d known when I had been sentenced to Ilphaesn. In the light of the crystal, everything else faded into shadows. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I missed something.

      Dolan gasped. “It’s here!”

      I ignored the crystal. It wouldn’t be alone.

      Shapes moved at us as soon as we appeared.

      I dropped, dragging Dolan with me, but was too late.

      A knife appeared in the middle of his chest. Blood bloomed around it.

      He dropped with a gasp.

      I started to roll away from him, but he grabbed my wrist.

      “Get it to safety, Galen,” he said in a whisper.

      I could only nod.

      The crystal pulled my attention, pulsing slightly.

      I had been around the crystal from Eban to Elaeavn, and it had never done that before.

      Lunging toward the crystal, I closed my hand around it. The pulsing stopped.

      Light exploded, illuminating everything around me. I saw two dozen Hjan, each outlined by the blue light. They moved as if through water, as if the magic of the crystal made them slow.

      For a moment, I had an image of some massive shadow behind me, but it faded.

      I spun, taking stock of each of the Hjan. I didn’t have enough darts left to stop them, and I wasn’t skilled enough with the sword to do anything more than slow them before they reached me.

      Stuffing the crystal into my pocket, I prepared for my death. Again.

      Raising the sword, I hoped I had enough skill to take down a few before I died.

      The nearest Hjan Slid. Colors swirled, brighter than I had seen before, and he moved in a blur of color, never completely disappearing. When he emerged from his Slide, I slashed at him with the sword, catching him along his chest, and he staggered.

      Two others Slid, and both appeared the same as the last, a steady blur of color that never completely disappeared. I could track them, and when they emerged again, I was ready, slicing through both with the poisoned sword.

      Had the crystal changed my Sight?

      I didn’t have time to consider.

      The rest started attacking.

      There were too many for me to follow and too many for me to stop.

      With the change in the way they Slid, I managed to follow them as best as I could, but I was outnumbered.

      I fought, swinging the sword as I ducked, catching one Hjan and then another, but more kept Sliding toward me.

      With each Slide, I was pressed back toward the wall. Without Dolan to Slide me from here, I would be stuck.

      Another two fell.

      Then I felt sharpness against my arm. Pain shot through it.

      I dropped the sword.

      Five Hjan stood around me, and I was defenseless.

      I took a deep breath and reached into my pouch for all the darts I had remaining. Four. Not enough.

      I would take as many with me as I could.

      They started to Slide, and I flicked the darts toward them.

      Three connected. One sailed wide. Two Hjan still stood, though others remained in the room.

      Heat suddenly exploded, coming from above.

      The Hjan turned, ignoring me.

      I lunged for the sword and grabbed it with my good hand. I didn’t dare focus on the source of the heat and didn’t dare let myself think that it might be Alison. She had said she used too much of her ability and wouldn’t have enough for another attack.

      I stabbed the two nearest Hjan before they could turn.

      Then the ceiling shattered.

      Hot stone flew everywhere, some catching me in the face and arms. I fell to the side and rolled, trying not to get trapped by debris.

      When I managed to look up, there was Alison, swords slashing through the Hjan. She was not alone. Talia was with her, and Carth, and so many others, each dropping into the room.

      The Hjan scrambled to face them, but they fell. They were no match for Carth and those with her. I backed against the wall, knowing that I could do nothing more than watch. Every so often, one of the Hjan would attempt to Slide away, but I could somehow see it and stabbed at them before they did.

      The fighting died off.

      Carth stepped toward me, hand outstretched. “The crystal, Galen of Elaeavn.”

      I shook my head. “It belongs to Elaeavn. I intend to bring it there.”

      “The way you did the last time? No, I think it is time I ensure its safety.”

      I stared at Carth, but I knew what I would do. There was only one thing I could do.

      And how could I argue that it wasn’t the right thing? If anyone could protect it, she could.

      Not the Forgotten. Not me. Not even Lorst.

      I trusted Carth.

      I pulled the crystal from my pocket and handed it to her.

      She slipped it into a pouch and nodded to the others with her. Almost as one, they jumped from the room. Alison lingered, watching me with an interested expression before she leaped away.

      Only Carth remained.

      “They weren’t really Hjan, were they?” I asked.

      “They were… trainees of a sort. Exiles.”

      “Like me.”

      She fixed him with a hard stare. “They were nothing like you, Galen of Elaeavn. They wanted power, and they were willing to risk the unknown for the opportunity.”

      “What opportunity?”

      Carth waved her hand. “These are Hjan experiments.”

      “Experiments?”

      “They’re needed with what the Hjan plan. They need numbers, and there are only so many they can recruit. The earliest of their kind came from Elaeavn. They use their knowledge to augment their abilities. Now they come from every land. It is a dangerous transition. They intended to trade the crystal for this knowledge.”

      Carth tossed a bundle to me, and I caught it. I didn’t need to open it to know there would be more darts within.

      “You did well, Galen.”

      She started to turn.

      “There’s something else,” I said.

      She hesitated.

      “I found someone. A woman who claimed to have killed you.”

      Carth laughed. “I know you did. She’s now in my custody. She made a mistake. She will not be granted the chance to make another.”

      She paused and came over to me, and slipped her arm around my waist. Then she jumped, clearing the room. We landed in the small home above.

      “The assassin might be gone, but you will be needed again soon, Galen of Elaeavn. When asked of the crystal, you may share that I have it. Until then, be ready.”

      With that, she stepped out the door and faded into the shadows.

      I stood in the doorway, staring after her, but saw no evidence of Carth of C’than. Or any of the bodies of the Forgotten. They were all moved. I suspected I’d find the same in the courtyard. So many had died, all for the crystal. Had it been worth it?

      I thought of everything I’d been through since learning of the crystal. It no longer belonged to the city, and perhaps that was right. Let Carth protect it. She would do so much better than I could, better than even those within the city could.

      I didn’t doubt she would keep it safe. When Carth wanted to disappear, she did.

      As I thought of Carth, and what she’d done for me, a smile came to my lips.

      Not because I no longer had to worry about the crystal, but because Carth was right—the assassin was gone. More than that, I no longer feared what I was.

      As the sun rose over Asador, I hurried back to Cael, wanting to share with her what had happened. A strange sensation washed over me, and I suspected she already knew. That thought made me smile even more.
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* * *

      I’m excited to share with you book 1 of a new series, The Lost Prophecy: The Threat of Madness, available for preorder now!
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.
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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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