
        
            
                
            
        

    

Author’s Note
 
    
 
   This edition includes the prequel short story Backlash, though there is no recommended reading order.  Some may wish to learn how Cyriana came to be in her current predicament first, while others might rather discover gradually in the same manner as her friends.  The order is therefore one of reader preference.  Neither work is a mandatory requisite for the other.
 
    
 
   Also by Ian Blackport
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   Where you can ask questions or find maps and previews of upcoming novels.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Philosophers and orators tell us lesser mortals not to let past decisions define our future.  Accept old choices with dignity, they claim.  If only that ever worked.  How can I forget my mistakes when no one else is willing to do the same?
 
   Jacamar the Younger, Tome and Scroll Unbound
 
   288 Black Ruin, Year of the Promise Withdrawn
 
    
 
   330 Black Ruin, Year of the Uncertain Prospect
 
   17 Vallasir
 
    
 
   Footfalls thumped against slicked ceramic and Cyriana Faesen scrambled over a ledge.  Bracing bare fingers on metal, she hauled herself beyond a sloping roof and clambered higher.  Leather soles slipped beneath her, struggling to find traction atop tiles moistened by a late afternoon rainfall.  Pounding strides echoed from her pursuer and Cyriana devoted a moment to the morbid thought of iron sliding into her spine.
 
   She rounded a chimney belching soot, squinting her eyes against the sun’s twilight glare.  Scuffing steps sounded and she whirled at the noise, sighting a figure bathed in shadows.  Pain swelled through Cyriana as a bony shoulder crashed into her chest and snatched breath from scalding lungs.  She blinked watery eyes, glimpsing a balled fist hurtling at her face.  Cyriana’s head smacked into masonry and bloodied saliva splattered onto her chin.
 
   A gloved hand clenched her wrist and wrenched the limb, spilling Cyriana’s dagger from slackening fingers.  Iron clattered atop tiles and a leather boot kicked it aside.  A metal knife tip jabbed her chest, piercing the burgundy jerkin she wore and compelling Cyriana to tread backward.  Hot breath washed over her skin while hazy vision focused on a familiar face.
 
   “Hello Arora.  Learning to hunt in packs like wolves, are we?  Good choice for a role model; dogs are more cunning than you.  Better hygiene from what I can tell, too.”
 
   Lips parted to reveal chipped teeth and the woman shoved a forearm into Cyriana’s throat, forcing her against rutted bricks.  “Dogs chase other dogs and I hunt you.  Seems everyone’s sniffing out a bitch tonight.”
 
   Cyriana glanced sideward at Raesh while he sauntered closer twirling a dagger in one hand.  She winked and noted one mottled pink blemish streaking over a nose dripping with sweat.  “That new scar you’ve collected does nothing to diminish your beauty, big fella.  Don’t let anyone tell you different. I know how sensitive you are about these things.”
 
   “A damned foolish thing to do, coming back to the city,” Arora uttered.  “So unlike you.”
 
   “I missed seeing my friends’ smiling faces.”
 
   Raesh uplifted his clenched fist and touched a dagger to her flushed cheek.  “By all means, feel smug knowing the bounty insists you still be breathing.”  Cold iron pricked soft flesh and a warm trickle slid to her jawbone.  “You wouldn’t be gloating otherwise, I can promise you that.”
 
   “My good fortune Destiran wants to torture me first, I suppose.  I’ll be sure to extend my thanks to him should we ever chance to meet again.”
 
   “He’s waiting for you in his estate right now,” affirmed Arora.  “A place you’re intimately familiar with, I believe.”
 
   “Rumors and nothing more,” Cyriana countered.  “I don’t know where Destiran hears these foolish notions.”
 
   Raesh slid the flat of his dagger along her chin.  “Of course the contract only demands you be among the living.  It says nothing about being whole.  A swift snip into your tongue would save my ears considerable suffering.” 
 
   “Let’s not be hasty.  Destiran tends to brood at the best of times.  You wouldn’t want to piss him off because you spoiled his fun.”
 
   “He understands some contracts are a messy business,” Arora asserted.  “And he’s rather tired of listening to your excuses and pathetic attempts at flattering him.  You aren’t half as charming as you think. One less waggling tongue might even cheer his spirits.”
 
   “We’ve brought arrogant pricks back to him in rough shape.”  Raesh grinned and ran a calloused forefinger down Cyriana’s cheek.  “Long as they’re still drawing breath he isn’t fussy.  He’s only unforgiving to people like you.”
 
   “This is all a misunderstanding,” Cyriana claimed.  “I wasn’t even in his manor that night.”
 
   “The time for running your mouth passed a while back.  Shouldn’t have skipped town.  Makes a gal look all manner of guilty.”
 
   “He put a godsdamned bounty on my head.  What the hell else was I supposed to do?”
 
   “Own up to the fact you’re a lying, burgling piece of shit,” uttered Arora.  “And the game’s done.”
 
   “Means my life is, too.  Hardly a swap I’m keen on making.”  Cyriana squirmed against the forearm digging into her throat.  “Nope, I think I’ll stick with denial.  It’s more my style.”
 
   “You’ll sing a different tune when Destiran gets his hooks into you,” Raesh declared.  “And that isn’t a clever metaphor.”
 
   Arora snagged a wad of Cyriana’s clothing and yanked her into a stagger.  “Mumble prayers to whatever thieving god you worship.  No one else gives a damn about helping you.”
 
   Cyriana tumbled onto her stomach with a grunt and whacked clammy palms against the rooftop.  A painted tile wobbled beneath her fingers.  “Wouldn’t be the first time I needed to help myself.”
 
   She hammered one boot into Arora’s ankle, ripped loose ceramic free and bounded upright.  Raesh slashed with a dagger and Cyriana walloped the tile against his face, spewing shattered clay fragments skyward.  He collapsed clutching at spraying blood while Cyriana drove her kneecap into Arora’s chin.  Scooping a discarded dagger in one hand, Cyriana sprinted and lunged across the narrow gap onto one neighboring structure.  She glimpsed a door sited two roofs distant and hurdled over alleys, gritting her teeth through fiery muscle spasms.
 
   Cyriana smashed her shoulder into a wooden barrier, tearing flimsy hinges from the frame.  Oak showered her clothing and she plummeted down steps atop a fractured door.  Cyriana stood on trembling legs, stumbled with broken shards underfoot and ran through the confined bedchamber to an adjoining staircase.
 
   Screaming obscenities greeted her noisy descent into a clothier shop.  She rounded a coatrack holding tailored jackets and crashed into one fashionable patron.  The spluttering noble buckled against a table housing damask garments and lost his balance, toppling furniture in a jumbled mess.  Cyriana leaped over upended wood draped in fabrics and raced for the yawning entryway while a haberdasher brandishing his cane swiped at her head.
 
   “Sorry!” she hollered, hastening onto a crowded boulevard.  Startled cries sounded as she elbowed and squirmed her way through the throng.  Cyriana darted beneath a marble arch and wended between columns lining a portico straight into some boring lecture.  Bearded philosophers sipping tea grumbled displeasure at her interruption and bellowed outrage when she swooped lower and nicked a sweet tart from one flowery plate.
 
   Cyriana crammed the dessert into her mouth and scrambled through snaking passageways.  Ragged breaths hacked from a gaping mouth ringed in custard as she placed her hand against one brick wall.  Cyriana knelt on moist cobblestones coughing and loosened her grip on the stolen knife.  She tucked the blade into a rawhide belt and ruffled her tunic to hide its worn leather grip.  Closing her eyes, she leaned against the wall and wiped a sweaty brow with one hand.  Shadows claimed stretches beyond the humid alley under a darkening sky while the orange of twilight faded.  Time’s passing meant nothing to her, measured only in quieting streets and encroaching gloom.
 
   When the last gasp of sunlight died she slipped from the passage and traveled along intersecting roadways.  Lamplighters shuffled down glowing thoroughfares, ignoring Cyriana as she wandered with a hand brushing against the concealed dagger.  She had no patience for subtlety and did not bother to hide the fact she carried a weapon.  Any twit with half a brain would recognize she was not unarmed.  Her posture might discourage the more timid threats, leaving only deadly bounty hunters to worry about.  A regular evening these days.  Casting wary eyes over her shoulder, she entered one quiet tavern opposite a deserted crossroads.
 
   Lanterns ringed wooden columns and flames crackled within a stone fireplace caked in soot.  Cyriana journeyed between empty chairs and claimed a vacant table nestled against one wall.  A drying puddle on its surface reflected dull firelight.  She massaged her temple and waited for the serving girl to approach.  Chestnut brown strands spilled from a frazzled ponytail loosely held together with ribbons.
 
   “Doesn’t look like you’ve had a pleasant day.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it,” responded Cyriana.
 
   “Came to the right place for soothing your troubles.  Have a mind for a drink?”
 
   “I’ve a mind for many, but let’s see what my funds have to say about the notion.”  She reached into a pocket, closed her fingers around coins and clattered three folles atop the table.  “Bring me whatever alcohol this much bronze will fetch.”
 
   The serving girl shoved metal into a grungy hand and scowled.  “I hope you’re not overly concerned with taste.”
 
   “All I’m concerned with is fast becoming less clear-headed, so scamper off in search of a way to make that happen and I won’t hold grudges.”
 
   Stained fabric lifted in a shrug and she moseyed past barren tables.  Cyriana propped one boot on a neighboring chair and inhaled the aroma from bubbling stew.  What a bloody mess returning to Asdor City turned out to be.  She thought enough time had elapsed since the incident with Destiran, but the man nurtured simmering resentment like nothing Cyriana had ever known.  The city might be too dangerous for her to continue operating.  Relocating elsewhere seemed to once again be in her immediate future.
 
   She tucked one unruly strand of curly red hair behind an ear and eyed occupants within the tavern.  Few patrons shared the establishment with her, and none returned her stare.  None even appeared to register Cyriana’s presence, which settled her suspicious mind.  Destiran was a mistrustful man and likely neglected to share his bounty beyond the pathetic pets he kept employed.  Assumptions caused deaths though, and Cyriana would never lower her guard believing no other hunters sought to fulfill the contract.
 
   Soon after the serving girl arrived carrying a clay mug housing an unknown, pungent rum.  “Should be able to top you off when you’re finished with that one,” she remarked.  “It only cost a follis and seven coppers.  I could’ve brought you something better, but from the way you look I reckoned two mugs of shitty booze was better than only one mug of mostly shitty booze.”
 
   “I like how you think.”
 
   “Wave when you’re in the mood for another round.”
 
   “Don’t go far,” Cyriana replied, swigging a hearty gulp.  The crap burned her throat in the manner she hoped it would.
 
   Lantern light dimmed as a man stepped alongside the table and lingered.  Cyriana lowered one hand within reach of her dagger and lifted an unwelcoming gaze.  Dark eyes leered down at her from beyond a sharp nose jutting forward like an outstretched rapier.  Rivers of silver thread traced across a brocade doublet dyed green and fastened with ivory buttons.  One gloved hand rubbed a shaven jaw the color of dull copper while the other gestured to an unoccupied chair.  “Mind if I join you, my friend?”
 
   “I do, as it happens.  Find another woman to woo.  I’m too content with my solitude to entertain some prying arsehole.”
 
   “Think I might claim this seat regardless.”
 
   Cyriana breathed a sigh and shoved herself away from the furnishing.  “Enjoy the table.”
 
   “A shame.”  The stranger settled into a chair and smirked yellowing teeth.  “I’d heard Cyriana Faesen was a charming woman.”
 
   She halted with both palms resting on the table.  “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’ll admit I’m disappointed with our exchange.  Given your reputation, I thought you’d be more amenable to hearing what I offer.”
 
   “And what might that be?”
 
   “For starters, another round on my coin.  Something considerably more refined than whatever swill it is you’re guzzling.”  The man tugged felt gloves from his dusky fingers and placed them on the wooden surface.  “If nothing else comes of our discussion, at least you’ll have bilked me for finer booze than you can evidently afford at present.”
 
   Cyriana touched one subtle hand to a leather grip extending from her belt and returned to the seat.  “You might know my name, but that doesn’t mean you understand a damn thing about me.”
 
   “I assure you I’m not making assumptions.  On the contrary, I know a great deal.”
 
   Cyriana noticed the server return and stifled a response.  The young girl opened thin lips to speak but a raised palm from the mysterious man hushed her.  Hazel eyes widened when the stranger grabbed her hand and deposited silver coinage in local Asdori currency.
 
   “What will you have to drink, m’lord?”
 
   “I am no lord,” he said.  “My companion and I will both have chilled Athelian Ale.”
 
   “At once, sir.”
 
   “And, my dear?  Have our drinks served in pewter, not clay.”
 
   “If it pleases you, sir.”
 
   He watched the girl depart and grinned at Cyriana.  “A little generosity with silver and everyone treats me as though I’m royalty.”
 
   “I’m only going to offer you this warning once.  If you have a posse waiting to ambush me, I’m lunging straight for your throat.  I don’t care if I wind up dead, I will end your life before any allies reach you.  Most chaps wouldn’t consider that a reasonable exchange.”
 
   “I suppose your paranoia is excusable, given the generous bounty posted for your head.  Present company excluded, I happen to be alone.  I am not unarmed, however.  That would be moronic and I believe you agree with the sentiment.  Though if I wanted to kill you I would have done so while you recovered your strength in that alley outside.”
 
   “You’re a long way from home, Shiylan.  If you want to see your scalding desert again, tread lightly.  You have a name?”
 
   “Several, depending on where I find myself and who inquires.  For now you can call me Rope.”
 
   “How bland and enigmatic.  What makes you believe you know anything about me?”
 
   “I represent an enthusiastic collector of antiquities, you might say.  Your audacity is becoming known in certain less reputable circles and thus my master desired a word.  He therefore had a trusted agent shadowing you until we were able to make contact.  As you may have learned over the years, nothing is unattainable to those with ample resources.”
 
   “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather try to start this conversation on a different footing?” Cyriana inquired.  “It irks me to know I’m being watched.  And I’m not above punching a stranger in the face.”
 
   “For which I can’t blame you.  Though given all the facts, perhaps gratitude might serve you better than animosity.”
 
   “And you claimed to not be presumptive.”
 
   “Bounty hunters are pursuing you at this moment.  Or rather, someone holding an uncanny resemblance to you.  I believe she’s scampering over rooftops across the city as we speak, leading your pursuers on a merry chase.  Eventually she’ll merely disappear and your hunters will be left trying to sniff out a trail where one does not exist.  Thus we have all the time I desire for civil dialogue.”  Rope uplifted his palms and smiled.  “As I said, my friend.  Those with money.”
 
   “That’s a considerable expense wasted all to secure a chitchat.  Tell me, Twine, is my worth valued so highly?”
 
   “My master believes it is, so here I am.”  He smiled as the serving girl settled pewter tankards on the table and offered his thanks.  “A man inclined to the curious might wonder what you did to make this Destiran fellow so perturbed.  The bounty is uncommonly large for a lone person.”
 
   “I stole from him.”
 
   “Unsurprising, I suppose.  I presume most aren’t foolish enough to do such a thing?”
 
   Cyriana drummed her fingertips atop notched wood.  “What do you want from me?  I have little interest in any other niceties and I have a feeling the ale will taste bitter in your presence if you continue wasting my time.”
 
   “If you insist.  My master wishes to hire your services for a job.  There’s an artifact he covets and he desires that you be the one to retrieve it for him.”
 
   “Does he now?  What inspired this strange confidence in me, a woman neither you nor he have ever met?”
 
   He raised a tankard to his lips and sipped the drink. “My master has invested a considerable expense in learning who you are.  We’ve had suspicions you were the one responsible for brazen thefts in Elarenth and Lorentarth.  The truth was difficult to determine until we happened upon a skilled fence you frequent.  He was rather unaccommodating before metal loosened his tongue.”
 
   “For your sake I hope you mean coins.”
 
   “I do, indeed.  I’m not a savage so long as silver does the job, and I’ve found its allure is more effective than threatening.”
 
   “Are you expecting me to play the patsy and believe every word you speak?  I have no way to verify whether you’re telling me the truth.  The blood of my friend could be on your hands and I’d never know.”
 
   “Reasonable to surmise, though only on the surface.  If I murdered your fence chum, news would filter through the dastardly circles you call home in weeks, before my task will be finished.  A fiendish lie risks you abandoning me a month from now when the game is already in play.  I’d likely forfeit a considerable investment and lose the best chance I have at fulfilling my role.  If you’re still not convinced, by all means ask around.  Employ those contacts you’ve cultivated over the years and learn about my honesty.”
 
   “I may yet.”  Cyriana drank her ale and reluctantly admitted Rope had a refined palate for alcohol.  “For now consider me intrigued.  At least enough to resist damaging your smug face.  Tell me about this chore.”
 
   “The artifact my master wishes you to acquire is a scroll written more than twenty centuries ago.  It is among the oldest surviving relics in Encrin.”
 
   “What culture authored it?”
 
   “The People of Bharal, during their uncontested glory days soon after trouncing the Grynn Hegemony.”
 
   “When people want Bharali relics they usually have their eyes on Bloodrinker blades rather than parchment.”
 
   “That depends on what one finds valuable,” Rope responded.  “And my master is not most people.”
 
   “So I’d gathered.  Fine, you want me to pilfer a moldy scroll from one collection so it can be heaped into another.  Sounds like a dull errand.  Care to offer me enough incentive to make the effort worthwhile?”
 
   “Two hundred gold coins each for you and any others you choose to hire.  Enough for an enterprising thief in your band to purchase a minor title and estate.”
 
   “Is this some perverse joke?  No one offers such a ludicrous amount for a little burglary.”
 
   “This is no jest.  The risks warrant a high fee.”
 
   “Ah, I reckoned there was something you weren’t telling me.  Guess I was wrong about it being a dull errand.  The time to start being honest with me is now.  What godsforsaken pit do we need to climb into to find your precious parchment?  If you believe I’m stupid enough to travel into the desolate Bharali heartland, then allow me to set you straight.  No amount of gold will convince me to trek through the haunted ruins of Aviish.  Quaff what’s left in your mug and leave me to my seclusion if that’s your notion.”
 
   “Nothing so dramatic.  I’m only asking you to infiltrate walls that have never before been breached, though the reasons have nothing to do with marauding ghosts.”
 
   Cyriana barked a laugh and wrapped clammy fingers around a pewter handle.  “You’re insane.  There’s only one place ancient Bharali parchment is housed beyond their ravaged homeland, and no one has ever stolen even a scrap of leather from Starwatch.  Plenty have put in a doomed effort though.”
 
   “Everything worth doing is considered hopeless until some insane fool achieves the impossible.  My master believes you’re that fool.  I happen to concur with his assessment.”
 
   “Sweet of you to say, but compliments aren’t your best choice for swaying me.  Besides, enough fools have tried and failed in Starwatch.  I’ve even known some over the years.  You might think all galens are frail old fogeys dispensing advice and smearing poultices, but they have the funds to hire a private army.  Not to mention hundreds of young students in the prime of their life residing there who are molded into literati fanatics in no time.”
 
   “I see you’ve conditioned yourself to believe the job is impossible, though pessimism ill suits you.  What thief shrivels when facing adversity?  Perhaps I’ve broached this topic with the wrong woman.”
 
   “Nice tactic, wounding my pride like that.  But another failed ploy.  Look, what this requires is no small amount of arrogance and brilliance.  I have enough of the former.  Still not truly convinced I’m a shining beacon of the latter though.”
 
   “Take it from those who have followed your exploits, my friend.  You have both traits in ample measure.  And what a conceited virtuoso needs foremost is a way to exercise their mind.”
 
   “Planning to lure me with thoughts of reaching my full potential, are you?”
 
   “Think of the challenge, Cyriana.  You’re a thieving artist, a prodigy at plundering.  Imagine the thrill that would come from accomplishing what no other person has done before.  I’d call you a liar if you told me the thought wasn’t appealing.”
 
   “I can admit some truth to what you say.”
 
   “I’m offering you money, security from those who wish you harm and a challenge unlike any you’ve faced before.  What more could a woman in your boots ever want from life?”
 
   Cyriana rubbed an aching jaw and studied the haughty visage returning her stare.  “If I’m going to do this for you, then it needs to be on my terms.  No interference from you or your rich master.  All aspects of this job belong entirely to me.  The crew selection, the timeline, all of it.  If you can’t agree to that right now then I walk.”
 
   “Given your expertise, these terms are agreeable.”
 
   “String, we have an accord.  But understand, this doesn’t constitute a guarantee.  If I deem the chance for success is too slim, I may still decide to abandon you.  I won’t be coerced into a job I don’t believe can be done.  And it doesn’t matter what payment is promised, I don’t willingly risk my life when death is a likely result.”
 
   “Your most recent choices beg to differ.”
 
   “I said willingly.  Not all choices are ours to make.”
 
   “I can likewise accept these stipulations on behalf of my employer.  Believe me when I say he doesn’t wish you or any others to die performing this job.  How would he acquire the scroll if you perish while filching it?”
 
   “I don’t care what his reasons are for toasting my good health, so long as he does.  Selfish desires can still help keep me alive.”
 
   “How unfair,” purred Rope.  “He yearns for nothing more than your survival.”
 
   “One more proviso before I make my final decision.  I’ll need access to plentiful gold and silver, and I don’t mean as my promised compensation.  From what your master’s willing to shill out for paper, I know he must have a fortune squirreled away.  I’ll expect you not to get miserly with me when I hold up a sack and ask for more gold.  We’re not poaching a gem from some noble’s bedchambers.  A heist of this nature costs more than most others earn as a payout from their jobs.  Transportation, purchasing materials, boarding in a discreet inn, greasing palms.  Especially that last one.  I can’t afford to be stingy with bribes.”
 
   “You won’t need to be.”
 
   “I’d better not.  For all their willingness to take dirty money and turn a blind eye, most folks act insulted and play the morality card if I offer low.  It’s an occupational hazard and these uppity chaps can throw a wrinkle in even a masterful plan unless they’re well paid for their indiscretion.”
 
   “I’ll be in Arroyo for the duration of your stay.  You need only make a request and I’ll do what I can to fulfill it.”
 
   “Then for now these conditions are satisfactory.”  Cyriana swallowed a final mouthful and licked her lips.  “Though it seems to me it’s in your best interest if I leave this city a free woman.  Can your little lackeys keep my bounty hunters distracted until I do?”
 
   “How much time do you require?”
 
   “Two days at the most.  I have acquaintances in mind to recruit and then I plan to be gone from this place.”
 
   “I can arrange the details.”
 
   “You’re most cooperative.”  Cyriana clunked empty pewter onto wood and waggled a finger at the kitchen.  “I’m hungry.  Fleeing from blokes who want to kill you will do that to a stomach.  Buy me a bowl of that delicious smelling stew with some cheese and a buttered loaf.  Plus another mug of ale, since I’m still thirsty.  We can hammer out more details while I recover my strength.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana lifted her head from resting in a palm and glanced at the entry.  A jangling key cranked the lock while she fidgeted to sit upright in her chair.  Maylene entered the darkened chamber and shut the door, touching an inquisitive finger to its frame.  She slung a satchel off one shoulder, walked to a crooked stool and tossed the pouch atop.  A soft hum echoed from the petite woman and Cyriana started to wonder if perhaps Maylene had lost some semblance of her renowned talent.  Even a noiseless intruder should have spurred a response from the thief.
 
   In the span most needed to blink, Maylene’s arm jerked upward gripping a loaded hand crossbow.  Wooden prods snapped into place and one narrowed eye sighted along a stock aimed flawlessly for Cyriana.  With enthusiasm she withdrew a mental accusation that Maylene had lost her touch.  Bathed in faint moonlight, Cyriana lifted one hand resting on a table and waved.
 
   “A fine evening,” she said.  “Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “Gods be good,” Maylene exhaled, lowering her weapon.  “I almost put a bolt through your eye.  And you would’ve deserved it, slinking into my home.”
 
   “You have an unusual number of traps that needed disarming.”
 
   “Some of us are actually cautious.  Not that you’d know anything about the sentiment.”  Maylene slid an iron bolt across the door and padded closer on creaking floorboards.  “How long have you been back?”
 
   “Not even the better part of a day.”  She pointed at the hand crossbow.  “Fancy toy.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen the like.  Is it Asdori?”
 
   Maylene collapsed tapering prods and removed the stubby quarrel.  “Shodii made.  I bought it from some codger peddling mechanisms.  Nothing else caught my eye.”  She placed the folded crossbow onto a table and glowered across the chamber.  “Now for the more pressing question.  Are you out of your godsdamned mind?  Do you have any idea what Destiran will do if he gets his hands on you?”
 
   “I already know all the grisly details.  His puppets were kind enough to shed light on the subject.  My jaw still hurts from their zealous explanation.”
 
   “And yet you’re here, sitting in my bloody house of all places?”
 
   “We’re safe for the moment.  You’ll have to trust me on that one.”
 
   “There’s a bounty on your head worth more than poor folks see in a lifetime.  More than some well-to-do folks even see, now that I think on it.  Maybe I should reconsider shooting you.  It’d dislodge a future headache and I can retire off your misery.”
 
   Cyriana lifted a bottle in one palm and sloshed the liquid around.  “Is this all the booze you’ve got on hand?”
 
   “I don’t entertain often.  Took me three nights’ work to purloin a crate of that stuff, I’ll have you know.”
 
   “You need more imagination in your life.  Time to set your sights higher than hoarding crushed grapes.”
 
   “Each bottle earned me ten silvers.”
 
   Cyriana peered at the wine with a raised brow.  “Truly?”
 
   “I only saved the one, for myself.”
 
   “Consider this your first taste of entertaining then.  But let no one say I’m not a gracious guest.  I’ll even pour you a glass, too.”
 
   “You’re the definition of civil.”  Maylene peeled off her tanned gloves and slapped them onto a chair while Cyriana fetched two mugs.  “Why did you return to Asdor City?  Your little stunt the last time you were in town hasn’t been forgotten, as you might’ve noticed.  Word may not have spread yet that you’re here, but you’ve pissed off more than only Destiran.”
 
   “I’m not overly worried about the others.  Destiran is the one who insists on holding grudges for an inexplicably long period.”
 
   “In his defense, you did burn down his estate.”
 
   “Maybe I did a little bit, sure.  I didn’t mean to.  Besides, I heard through the grapevine that he’s rebuilt the place.  Fancier than before, to boot.”
 
   “Regardless, if you plan on staying you’ll need to watch your back.”
 
   She handed the woman a drink and clinked Maylene’s mug with her own.  “That’s why I have caring friends to watch it for me.”
 
   “Ah, but what if I don’t want you anywhere near me?  A girl has to think of her own safety.  You’re nice enough company when you’re not being chased by bounty hunters.  It’s the days you are that concern me.”
 
   “You’ll be delighted to hear I’ve no intention of staying to be snatched.  I’m leaving here for a city where I’m a little less well known.  And I want you coming with me.”
 
   “A job proposition, huh?  Since you’re already here, you might as well tell me what you have in mind before I boot you out.”
 
   “So little faith in what I have planned.”
 
   “You’ve earned wary distrust, and don’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   “Half the jobs that went south weren’t my fault and you know it,” Cyriana alleged.
 
   “True enough.  But Rhenis seems to have decided yours is an amusing mind to screw with.  And I don’t like when the god of chance turns his eye on me.  Face it, Cyriana.  You’re bad luck.”
 
   “Means I need to compensate in other ways.  Plus I think Rhenis found a more entertaining plaything.  My fortunes have changed of late.”
 
   “Is that so?  You’ll have to pardon me for not leaping to believe you.”
 
   “Since I returned I’ve eluded bounty hunters—”
 
   “They found you after a couple hours.  Hardly what I’d call an inspiring reversal in your luck.”
 
   “It’s rude to interrupt.  I was about to explain a fortuitous encounter with an associate of some exceedingly wealthy fellow who’s adopted an unhealthy fixation on an old scroll.  Out of every thief and grifter he set his eyes on little old me.  It goes without saying he has exquisite taste.”
 
   “And this mystery man is backing your new venture?”  Maylene claimed one chair and propped her boots on a low table.  “Why trust him or his stooge?”
 
   “He’s already started funding our heist.  I have enough gold on me to live comfortably for years, with a promise far more is waiting.  Plus he’s keeping my pursuers busy elsewhere while I natter with dear friends.  I strolled the streets on my way here and wasn’t even accosted by a beggar.  He’s a professional, this one.”
 
   “I don’t have much choice but to trust your judgment, I suppose.  For the sake of argument, let’s say I’m a little intrigued about this scheme.  Wealthy financiers lurking in the shadows tickles my fancy.  Are you in a charitable enough mood to offer me some juicy details?”
 
   “I can do better than that.  I’ll give you my target.  A quaint tower housing the most valuable collection of artifacts and relics on the entire continent.  I’ve been hired to burgle Starwatch.”
 
   “You truly are out of your mind.”  Maylene sipped her wine and settled the mug atop a surface.  “It’s ballsy, I’ll give you that.  How many would-be thieves have been trussed up and packaged off to suffer under the Draugans’ tender mercies?  Most folks might even find the number discouraging.”
 
   “I find it all the more tantalizing.”
 
   “No one has ever stolen from Starwatch.”
 
   “Someone has to be the first.  Why not us?  Our hidden benefactor is willing to fund an outrageous amount to get what he wants.  We’ve never had the capital to undertake a heist like this.  Most wannabes who try to sack Starwatch are incompetent or playing way the hell above their skill level.  They’ve skewed the numbers to look disparaging.  No one with our experience and the resources at our disposal have attempted this.”
 
   Maylene groaned and leaned backward in the chair, arms folded atop her chest.  “I have only myself to blame for encouraging you, but what’d you have in mind?”
 
   “A crew of six should do it.  Beyond us I figure we’ll need a false-facer, muscle, forger and sleight of hand.”
 
   “Seems reasonable.  You thinking Thorkell for the false-facer?”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “Maybe you aren’t wrong about fickle Rhenis, because you’re in luck.  Last I’d heard Thorkell is a pleasant river barge trip down the Honeywater in Ercora.  Haven’t got a clue to Eloran’s whereabouts if you’ve a mind to hire him, though from the gossip I’ve gleaned he’s still in the country.”
 
   “Have you stayed in touch with Voran?”
 
   “Scratch him off the list,” Maylene said.  “He won’t be any help to us.”
 
   “He doesn’t worry me.  The stubborn drunkard is no different from most men.  I’ve charmed worse prospects in my time.”
 
   “You’re welcome to try.  But I reckon it’ll likely be a one-sided conversation and you’ll attract some vile rumors in the aftermath.  Voran was killed a month back in a duel.”
 
   “That dampens my mood,” Cyriana muttered.  She placed her drink down and tapped the table with one fingernail.  “You know anything about whoever killed him?”
 
   Maylene laughed and hoisted her mug in mock cheers.  “Yeah, he’d make a good replacement.  Don’t have a name for you, but I can make some inquiries and discover what his passions are beyond ending lives.”
 
   “That only leaves sleight of hand.  Is Aelina about?”
 
   “She headed north to try her luck in Tlaean, last I’d heard.”
 
   “Figures,” mumbled Cyriana.  “We’ll need to find a spare in Ercora.”
 
   “What’s our timeline for this?”
 
   “Flexible enough to have breathing room.  We’re meeting our contact person in Arroyo next month.  I’ve chosen the Widowed Moon for our purpose.  We’ll stay there for two nights until we’re settled into the city and then find an inn that better suits our needs.  The kind with a proprietor who doesn’t ask stupid questions.  After that this is entirely our show and the money bag understands that.  We’ve been given enough time to do this right; it won’t be a rushed job.”
 
   “Damn you,” Maylene grumbled.  She slapped her knees and stood with one outstretched hand.  Clasping Cyriana’s palm, she said, “I’m in.”
 
   “Never doubted it.”  Cyriana placed her empty mug on the table and surveyed the barren room housing a threadbare sleeping pallet.  “You have any daggers tucked away in a drawer?  I lost my favorite one to Arora.  And I feel naked with only a solitary tool for stabbing.”
 
   “I’ll show you my collection later tonight.  You can choose the nicest.”
 
   “Ah, a promised treat if I behave myself.”
 
   “Since only one of us has a bounty on her head, I’ll make inquiries about our lethal duelist.  You stay here and try not to touch anything.  You didn’t disable every trap.”
 
   “You’re joking.”
 
   “I might be.  You’ll only know for certain if you get too curious.”  Maylene ambled to the door and glanced over a shoulder.  “There’d better still be wine when I get back.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The honorable duel is a peculiar Asdori concept with a tradition harkening back centuries.  One must ever be mindful of jests and disputation while in Asdor, for one can never predict when an affronted patrician might issue a challenge over a trivial slight.  Some believe the Asdori possess the most polite and well-bred aristocracy in Encrin, and it must be said this tendency perhaps stems from the fear of facing a duel should a noble do otherwise.
 
   Andiron Sairis, Civil Company Kept
 
   138 Black Ruin, Year of the Crowned Jester
 
    
 
   18 Vallasir
 
    
 
   Sunlight glinted along an unsheathed dueling rapier held in loose fingers.  Baskaran Avaris stood without evident troubles, admiring the clear sky and whistling in soft tones.  His adversary awaited across a groomed lawn, lashing boiled leather vambraces to either forearm.  A hunched lickspittle with drooping eyelids stood in his shadow and held an ornate velvet scabbard rimmed in gold.  The toady bowed and offered a basket hilt sporting woven tassels to the swordsman, who withdrew his blade in one gloved hand.  Scowling trimmed eyebrows, he ran a forefinger along its length and nodded.
 
   “You’ve seen him duel?” inquired Cyriana, nudging her head toward Baskaran.
 
   Maylene sipped complimentary wine and breathed a sigh.  “Haven’t had the pleasure.  He put his sword through Voran, so I’d rate his skills highly.  I sure didn’t hear any whispers that our dearest friend slipped in mud or stabbed himself.  It was a fair bout and this is the man who walked away still breathing.”
 
   “Good enough for me.”
 
   “It’s unnerving how damn calm he is.  Fellow looks like he’s primed to stroll the gardens and watch birds.”
 
   “I think he is watching birds.”
 
   “The act would disturb my peace of mind if I was dueling him.  The other man’s inspecting his edge while Baskaran thrusts iron into the grass like a cane.”
 
   “Duelists are cocky sons of bitches.  I’m not sure if they have the mind to be alarmed.  But that’s why we like them.”  Cyriana scratched her earlobe and surveyed the crowd of pompous nobles jabbering about asinine matters.  “This dandy he’s championing…”
 
   “Lord Verth.”
 
   “Right.  How did Lord Verth slight the other fop?  Did he try seducing his sweet daughter?”
 
   “Nothing so severe.  They disagreed over the moral interpretations of some long dead poet and playwright.  Words were exchanged, breeding pedigrees insulted, a shared ancestry with livestock insinuated.”
 
   “Tell me you aren’t being serious.”
 
   “Dead serious, and one of those duelists is about to die for it.  Having a champion duel in your name is all the rage in Asdor.  Means the offended noble has no reason to risk his own neck.  You’re left with plenty of duels over meaningless squabbles, simply because they can.  It’s high sport to these moneyed nitwits.  Asdor doesn’t have a hippodrome for chariot races like you grew up with in the north.”
 
   “If Baskaran goes and gets himself killed while we’re watching I’m going to be miffed.  You know anything about the other fellow?”
 
   “Only that he’d need to be talented to off our boy,” responded Maylene.  “But he is a veteran duelist from what I was able to gather.”
 
   “Then it’s settled.  We’re leaving here with a swordsman in tow.  I don’t care which one he is.  I’ll charm the victor with my wiles.”
 
   “You could be a crotchety crone missing all your teeth and it wouldn’t matter if we slap silver in his hand.  Dueling doesn’t earn the champion any coins.”
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “It’s seen as an honorable role.  The tradition stretches back centuries, when duels became a noble solution to disagreements.  Serving as a duelist brought prestige and respect.  In these rarefied circles where patronage counts for much that was seen as better than money.  They also didn’t want to attract the attention of sellswords sniffing out easy silver.  That’d sully the practice.”
 
   “Are you certain your knowledge isn’t outdated?” questioned Cyriana, eyeing Baskaran’s adversary.  “The other man looks prosperous in his own right.  And that’s one hell of a lavish sword he’s swooshing around.”
 
   “He’s likely a house champion.  Means he exists only to serve one noble family, ready at a moment’s notice to defend their honor and stab folks who his masters choose to dislike.  For his services the family takes care of him.  Provide a place to board, outfit him with swords and swanky clothing.  They might even let him hobnob at social balls as if he was someone important.  He depends entirely on their good graces.  Almost like an indentured servant who puts holes in people.”
 
   “Let’s hope Baskaran is more interested in shiny metal than ingratiating himself with the snooty blue bloods.”
 
   “He hasn’t been here for long, I know that much.  It’s unlikely any nobles have gotten their scheming little claws into him.”
 
   “Not a house champion?”
 
   “Doesn’t seem like it.  A few more victories under his belt and things might change.  He’s cultivating a name for himself, particularly after the Voran incident.”
 
   “Then I’d say this is a prime time to convince him a change in allegiance is a wise decision.  We can’t allow him to be indebted to anyone but us.”
 
   Maylene jabbed a thumb toward a rotund man ornamented in frilly attire.  “We’ll know soon enough which chap to woo.  The herald beckons.”
 
   A man sharing the contours of a potato clapped his hands and hushed nattering spectators.  He opened lips decorated with a twirling moustache.  “Friends and countrymen, I bid you a warm welcome.  We gather here to honor a gentlemen’s agreement as a means to right perceived wrongs and restore faith between two dissenting parties.  To satisfy these differing opinions, they have chosen to trust in Malesir’s judgment.  We beseech the god of truth and harmony to grant strength to the duelist whose cause is just.
 
   “Baskaran Avaris of Shorefell shall serve as champion to Lord Marcian Verth.  Challenging his claim will be Rentath Darinia of Falinor, representing Lord Irliss Lastin.”
 
   “All men,” Cyriana snorted.  “How typical.”
 
   “It is alleged Lord Verth unjustly disrespected the hallowed ancestry of House Lastin without provocation.  Only the gods can settle such claims and thus we come here today.  Gentlemen, have you decided upon your weapon of preference?”
 
   Baskaran held his rapier aloft and nodded.  “I have chosen.”
 
   “As have I,” Rentath declared.
 
   “You acknowledge your acquiescence to forfeit all weapons other than your solitary selection?”
 
   Each man nodded in understanding, though neither withdrew stares from his foe.
 
   “Respected champions, this duel is not to be fought to first blood, but to the death.  The victor will be the one who remains standing at its completion.  No other rules beyond those stated are to be considered.  In the sight of gods and mortals you agree to these terms.”
 
   “I do so swear,” each intoned.
 
   Lifting bare palms, the herald glanced in either direction.  Fatty jowls jiggled beneath his generous chins.  “Would your lordships care to take this final opportunity to speak?”
 
   Irliss Lastin thrust one finger weighted by a jeweled ring at his hated peer.  “I’ll see you stripped of all titles for your insolent bellicosity.  Your upstart grandfather had no right to be granted a lordship.  Savor the fresh air this day.  There will be precious few more until your family must once again beg for pittances.”
 
   In response Marcian Verth roared with laughter.  “By all means, continue to hide behind a storied ancestry as though it were some badge of honor.  Unlike yours, my family has earned its privileges.  When did you last have an ancestor worthy of accolades?  Two centuries ago?”
 
   “Nothing will grant me more pleasure than witnessing your unsung champion lying within his own blood.  Perhaps then you’ll learn the value of obeisance to your betters.”
 
   “Mine will bury your pup, and I’ll tolerate no more words from you.”
 
   Cyriana thought she noted fleeting exasperation creep into Baskaran’s eyes, though his stoic visage returned with haste.  Perhaps he might even earn her admiration, assuming he stood among the living within several minutes.  She leaned in close to Maylene.  “I’m beginning to believe this feud might be about more than critiquing some playwright.”
 
   “Any excuse, I suppose,” she uttered.
 
   “Let no further words delay our progress,” the herald thundered.  “Gentlemen, take your ready positions and wait for my signal.”  He held a pristine white handkerchief fluttering in the wind, offered one last chance to prepare, and released his fabric.  “Commence!”
 
   Neither seemed content to bait his opponent or embrace caution.  The duelists exploded into graceful motion, unleashing a blinding flurry of thrusts and deflections Cyriana could scarcely perceive.  Baskaran slashed high, his blade grinding across parrying iron, and twisted beyond the countering stroke.  Rentath pressed his advantage with unforgiving blows, staggering Baskaran into a defensive withdrawal.  Clumping grass and dirt spewed from beneath shifting boots and Baskaran slewed against an unrelenting blade.
 
   “Starting to sweat under the collar, you low-bred bastard?” sneered Irliss.  “I’ll mount your champion’s head on my front porch.”
 
   “The crows will gorge on your outmatched pawn,” Marcian retorted to the cheering crowd’s delight.
 
   Baskaran averted whirling iron and performed a reckless lunge, heaving one fist into his foe’s leather-clad chest.  Spittle wetted Rentath’s chin and he struggled to calm ragged breaths while batting aside a lashing sword with clumsy poise.
 
   “Shame these highborn chaps don’t do their own fighting,” murmured Maylene.  “I’d rather see them skewered and have their sorry bravado silenced.”
 
   A foppish noble cooling himself with a patterned fan sneered and shushed Maylene.  She riposted with a murderous glower from her impressive arsenal, causing the imperious man to shrivel as though a timid rabbit.
 
   “Enjoying yourself?” Cyriana whispered.
 
   “Not half as much as I thought.  Having others do their fighting has snatched away the balls from these men.  Is it any wonder the Draugans rule over us?”
 
   “A more pertinent question is why they’re threatening to desecrate the other’s champion.”
 
   “Victorious patricians have the right to dispose of the losing duelist however they see fit.”
 
   Keening metal rang in otherwise still air, muffling her words.  “That’s genuinely unsettling.”
 
   “Most elect to grant a respectful burial, but some are depraved monsters.  We might have two on our hands today.”
 
   Blurred swords sang a shrill and piercing tune, glaring white-hot beneath the fiery sun.  The flawless dance enthralled Cyriana, irrespective of any moronic reasons compelling this duel.  She admired their precision and unassailable ability to forget the surrounding world.  In their minds, only two souls stood upon the dueling field.  No sounds echoed but for clashing metal, no sensation other than aching limbs, no sights beyond scything blades.
 
   “Voran was never that fast,” remarked Maylene.
 
   “Aye, and the reason for his death is less a mystery to my mind.”
 
   A spearing feint lured Rentath into a raised guard, though his nimble foe recoiled an outstretched arm and struck low instead.  Baskaran plunged his rapier upward into an unshielded stomach and iron encrusted with pulpy red tore through boiled leathers.  A solitary breath hissed from parted lips.  Rentath uncurled gloved fingers with a whimper and his unsullied weapon slipped free to impale the lawn.  Placing a palm on his adversary’s face, Baskaran withdrew a smeared blade and allowed Rentath to topple.
 
   Silence descended on the gathered nobility.  Cyriana stifled the desire to snicker, knowing how ill-advised the reaction might be around certain irked aristocrats.
 
   Irliss stared at Rentath Darinia’s warm corpse, his face twisted into astonished dread.  “Impossible.”
 
   “Baskaran Avaris of Shorefell, championing Lord Marcian Verth, may henceforth claim victory in this duel!” the herald shouted.  “Allegations made by Lord Irliss Lastin have proven to be irrevocably false.  Let no person challenge Lord Verth on this matter again.”
 
   Marcian clasped hands behind his back and strolled toward a stunned Irliss.  The victorious noble did not bother to quiet his voice when he spoke.  “Learn to show more respect if you ever dare open your mouth in my hearing again.”  He turned and yelled to ensure all present heeded his words.  “And I forbid this failed champion’s corpse from being touched.  I was not jesting about his flesh feeding the birds.  Choose a new dueling lawn if his body hasn’t decomposed by the next match.”
 
   Cyriana watched Marcian depart wearing a smug grin while Baskaran left the field unmolested and approached an umbrella.  He tugged dueling gloves off, dabbed his moist forehead with a cloth and retrieved one chilled drink sprinkled with rose petals.
 
   “Time to make a new friend,” she said.
 
   Cyriana and Maylene walked toward Baskaran before other nobles might have similar ideas.  He noticed their arrival and set his drink aside.
 
   “An admirably fought bout, sir,” remarked Cyriana.
 
   “My thanks.  I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure, my lady.”  He took Cyriana’s hand in his and kissed her skin.  “My name is Baskaran Avaris.”
 
   “Cyriana Faesen.  This is my companion Maylene.”
 
   Baskaran smiled and offered a crisp nod.  “An honor.”
 
   “I hope Lord Verth pays well for your services.  A man of your talents must certainly earn considerable recompense.”
 
   “I’m afraid you misunderstand this practice.  A champion duels for prestige and to defend a slighted man’s good name.  We receive no payment for our duty.”
 
   “But you willingly place your life in jeopardy to satisfy another man’s fragile ego,” noted Cyriana.  “Don’t you believe such risks warrant something in return?”
 
   “My profession is respected and cared for.  That is the reward I covet.”
 
   “And what if it didn’t need to be the only one?”
 
   “My lady, I suspect you knew the qualities of dueling before our introductions.”  Baskaran spread his lips in a grin.  “Are you trying to bait me?”
 
   “She is,” responded Maylene.  “And she’s being too damned polite about it.  We have a mind to hire you for a job elsewhere.  Unlike those peacocks who refuse to soil their fragranced hands, we’ll pay for your time.  Enough to purchase your way into the lower nobility if it’s what you want.  Truthfully we sought another fella until you bumped him from the list.”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t take your meaning.”
 
   “You killed Voran in a duel,” Cyriana clarified.  “He was our intended swordsman.”
 
   “I’m not a bragger by nature, so it’s no great shame to admit the man was drunk when he challenged me.  I did my utmost to convince him to withdraw his challenge.”
 
   “You might not think so,” said Maylene, “but that’s no less impressive.  Voran was more dangerous when he had alcohol in him.  Booze made him unpredictable and brash.”
 
   “If he was your friend, why would you wish to hire me?”
 
   “Voran wasn’t our buddy.  He happened to have a talent for skewering others and that made him tolerable when we had need for it.  But as you discovered he was a drunkard and a boor.  Neither of us shed a tear when we heard what happened, and by the looks of it he was a fool for throwing down the gauntlet with you.  Moron should’ve known better.”
 
   “This proposition you have for me, can you elaborate?”
 
   “We’re contracted to perform jobs for wealthy folks with discerning taste,” explained Cyriana.  “I can’t give details or tell you where we’re traveling until you’ve signed on and we’re underway.  We’re prudent and not the trusting sort.  I can tell you nothing is happening here though.  We’re leaving Asdor City with or without you by the end of today.”
 
   “And should I agree, what might my role be in all this?”
 
   “Some elements of our work attract hostile attention.  If we point at someone and tell you to rough them up, you go do it.  With any luck and no small amount of planning, there’ll be less swordplay than you’re accustomed to.  More than anything else you’ll be a deterrent to those with violent thoughts.  We need your mind clever and attentive, so it’s just as well you buried Voran.”
 
   “I might be suited to that task,” Baskaran asserted.  “You promised enough money to buy a title.  We may have differing opinions on how much that is.”
 
   “Two hundred gold coins for each person without exception.”
 
   “Before you ask,” Maylene said, “no, she isn’t jesting.  Once the task’s done, you never have to live under some coxcomb’s polished heel again.”
 
   “Merciful god,” he uttered.  “And I need only act as a bodyguard of sorts?”
 
   “We won’t be asking you to fulfill roles beyond your expertise,” Cyriana responded.  “Keep the blade you carry sharp and poised for action.”
 
   Baskaran clasped an ebony hand onto hers and shook.  “You have my loyalty.  Where do we travel from here?”
 
   “Our next potential recruit is in Ercora.  We can be on a river barge floating down the Honeywater this afternoon if you don’t have pressing business.”
 
   “As it happens, I do not.  No family has officially designated me their house champion, which gives me a greater degree of freedom.  I believe I will exercise that right and excuse myself from further duels.  If you’d be kind enough to wait for me?”
 
   “We’ll be right here.”
 
   Baskaran smiled and departed with one hand touching the basket hilt at his hip.
 
   Maylene watched him stride across grass before leaning in close over Cyriana’s shoulder.  “He seems a reasonably honorable fellow.  What makes you think Baskaran won’t tell us where to shove our blades when he learns we’re hired thieves?”
 
   “He kills strangers because their patrons don’t appreciate poetry in the right way.  Duelists can’t be overburdened by guilt.  I’m sure he’ll be fine with lifting relics.”
 
   “One can only hope.”
 
   “You’ve nothing to worry about,” Cyriana promised.  “Now what say we use our benefactor’s coinage to purchase some refreshments for what I’m sure will otherwise be a dull river cruise?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Has there ever been a more dependable tactic than blackmail?  I’ve never bothered with logic or wasted breath appealing to a person’s emotions.  Not when forcing their hand is quicker and requires less effort.  I’ll worry about the simmering resentment and tendency toward violence another time.
 
   Talian Erith, Whispers Heard Tavernside
 
   281 Black Ruin, Year of the Shrouded Twilit
 
    
 
   21 Vallasir
 
    
 
   Cyriana unlocked an entryway and entered their barren chambers lugging a haversack.  Baskaran followed close behind and tossed his bag onto scratched floorboards while Maylene shut the door.
 
   “Don’t get comfy, Baskaran,” announced Maylene.  “Once another room becomes free you’ll be hightailing it into there.”
 
   “I suspected as much.  I won’t bother to unpack then.”
 
   “Sorry for giving you the silent treatment on the riverboat,” Cyriana said.  “We didn’t deem it wise to discuss business.  You’ll soon learn that prying eyes and ears can be anywhere.”
 
   “Likely a prudent choice,” Baskaran replied.  “Now that we’re here, who are we searching for in Ercora?”
 
   “Potentially more than one person, but for now an old friend named Thorkell Malthorsson.”
 
   “I presume he has some trait that makes his recruitment desirable?”
 
   “Thorkell’s the best damn false-facer we’ve ever met,” answered Maylene.
 
   “A false-facer happens to be what?”
 
   “Someone who can go anywhere and be anyone.  Never a stranger, never a foreigner.  They stand out if they wish, and vanish when they choose.  They’re a valuable commodity, as you might imagine.”
 
   “Are we meeting with him somewhere?”
 
   “He has no idea we’re coming,” affirmed Cyriana.  “I’ll have to sniff him out through mutual contacts while Maylene hunts down a less reputable profession.”
 
   “Pickpocket,” the other woman responded.  “But don’t ever call them that.  They’re a snobbish lot considering they spend each day poking fingers into strangers’ trousers and tunics.  Sleight of hand is the term if you don’t want one to take offense.  And though I begrudge the admission, they’re essential for a caper.”  She deposited worthless iron pieces into a rawhide purse and tightened flimsy strings.
 
   “What might that be?” inquired Baskaran.
 
   “I’m going fishing.”  Lifting a close-fitted jacket, Maylene nestled the pouch between her belt and hip.  “To see if any are good enough to lift my bait.”
 
   “And if one yanks the purse without you knowing?”
 
   “Unlikely.  But at least then we’d know there’s a master wandering about, so it wouldn’t be a wasted day.  I can always attach string to my belt tomorrow.”
 
   “Cheery.  Now what task am I performing while all this is taking place?”
 
   “Shadowing me,” Cyriana replied.  “We’ve kept this a secret because we didn’t want to discourage you from signing on, but a substantial bounty is perched on my head.  There’s a slight to medium chance someone will try stabbing me while we’re here.  Your duty is to tail me and make sure that doesn’t happen.  Stay far enough back to ensure any potential murderer doesn’t know you’re lurking.  Remember, if I die you don’t get paid.  Let that be your motivation.  Or the satisfaction of a job well done.  I’ll let you craft your own encouragement.”
 
   “You’re a rather curious woman, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
 
   She shrugged and slipped a spare knife into one boot.  “I’ve heard it all before.”
 
   “See you two in a few hours,” chimed Maylene.  “I’ve a date with a crime-ridden plaza.”
 
   *
 
   Throngs packed narrow, convoluted avenues snaking through Ercora.  Braying mules and oxen hauled carts over grooved cobbles as Cyriana slipped between the stifling congestion onto lesser trod pathways.  She enjoyed an uneventful meandering trek through shaded passages until reaching The Hundred-Year Door alehouse.  A casual glance over one shoulder confirmed Baskaran continued to follow, though in an altogether blatant fashion.  With any luck he might learn a trick or two in the coming weeks.
 
   Cyriana shoved open an entry in desperate need of paint and ambled within, scowling at pungent coppersheaf smoke whirling below the rafters.  Flickering orange glows dotted the establishment, clutched in customers’ hands as they inhaled bundled leaves.  She paced between crowded tables, claimed an unoccupied stool tucked against the counter and eyed the portly proprietor.
 
   Wither wiped grease from a bulbous nose and glanced at Cyriana with disinterested eyes.  “What’ll you have?”
 
   “Lothian rum.”
 
   One man perched on a neighboring seat belched and stood, leaving behind an empty bowl.  Once no patrons were within hearing, Wither grinned and scrubbed the counter with a rag.  “It’s a pleasant day when I see your face, lass.  Hadn’t thought you’d vanish for so long.”
 
   “Didn’t have much choice, I’m afraid.  But I’m here on business and hoped you’d heard some chatter.”
 
   “I always got a misshapen ear to the ground.  What’d you come looking to find?”
 
   “That conniving rascal Thorkell.  Last news to come my way suggested he’d be in the city.”
 
   “Might’ve heard whispers of late,” Wither admitted.
 
   “Figured you had.  Please tell me these aren’t the vague, unhelpful kind you’re fond of disclosing.”
 
   “Can’t share what I ain’t heard, Cy.  ‘Cept today you don’t got cause to be cranky.  Thorkell’s found his way here.  Don’t know whereabouts he’s staying, but he arrived few months back.  Taken a keen interest in Bilks and Nalshin.”
 
   “The Eurote banking consortium?”
 
   “Aye.  Have a location here on Silvermint Street.  Thorkell makes visits on occasion.  Chaps have also glimpsed him hobnobbing regular like with noble folks.”
 
   “I was afraid he’d be conning some imbecile with a bulging coin purse.  That’s unfortunate.”
 
   “You thinking on hiring him for a venture, lass?”
 
   “I might.  I’ll need to sweet talk him away from this game he’s playing first though.”
 
   “Your idea of sweet talk don’t do much to improve the moods of men.”
 
   “Works wonders for my own.  Thanks for the tip, Wither.  Here’s one for you.”  She slid bronze coins across the counter with a silver tucked beneath.
 
   A reflected glint must have caught his eye when he collected the coins.  “You’re in a charitable mood.”
 
   “You know me.  I’m generous to a fault.  Especially when it isn’t my coinage I’m tossing around.”
 
   Wither flicked a black clump from beneath one fingernail and nudged his head.  “I ain’t wanting to cause more alarm for you, but there’s a Eurote fella perched near the door who don’t have enough sense to be sly.  He’s taken a keen interest in you, lass.”
 
   “Nothing to concern yourself over.  That conspicuous one is a friend.  One I’ll need to have a word with regarding the notion of being circumspect.  It’s when he isn’t tailing me that I might have cause for alarm.”
 
   “Calms my mind to know you’ve given a wee thought to guarding your lovely backside.”
 
   “These are strange days,” Cyriana replied.  “One more inquiry before I leave.  Eloran has made himself scarce and I mean to find the man.  I admire his tendencies toward illegalities.”
 
   “Much as I love you sliding metal my way, I’ve got nothing for you.  Haven’t heard a peep in weeks.  Eloran is a ghost.”
 
   “Damn it.  Useless ink scribbler.  I’ll see what Thorkell knows when I track down that makeup-wearing fashion lover.”
 
   “You didn’t hear nothing from me, aye?”
 
   “Gods no.  You and I never even talked.  Same goes for you, friend.”
 
   “Might there be folks looking for a word with you?” queried Wither.
 
   “I’m attracting all the wrong attention these days.  I can’t imagine they’d know to come here, but if they do…”
 
   “I’m no stranger to street toughs.  Don’t waste thoughts worrying on me.”
 
   “I will anyways, friend.”  Cyriana placed her palms on the counter to stand and sniffed the air.  “What’s that glorious smell?”
 
   “Venison stew and fresh baked loaves.”
 
   “There’s no conceivable reason why a barkeep should be such a damn good cook.”  Cyriana slapped more bronze down and beckoned to the kitchen.  “Maybe I can afford a meal before going.  It’d be rude not to.  Plus I wasn’t kidding about wanting Lothian rum.”
 
   *
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   Cyriana spied Baskaran purchasing roasted almonds from a street vendor farther along the avenue.  He sauntered toward a colonnade, leaned against one marble pillar and unfolded his sack.  Brown eyes cast a surreptitious glance in her direction while he popped an almond into his mouth.  Baskaran was not blessed with commendable subtlety, but it should suffice.  Any brute with a mind to spear Cyriana was unlikely to survey her surroundings with adequate caution and notice the hungry creep.  A damn sight better than his virginal skulking one day earlier.
 
   The snack was a nice touch though.  Of course he might only be eating from boredom, rather than to allay suspicion.  Cyriana could not blame him after two afternoons spent gawking at a dull bank without glimpsing their elusive quarry.  At this rate if Thorkell bothered to show, he would be saving her from tedium rather than furthering her heist.
 
   She felt a feeble bump against one hip and Cyriana glanced down to find a disheveled child had walked into her.  The bungling juvenile tottered and blinked confusion from his face.  After mumbling a soft apology, he continued onward.  Cyriana lashed out with one hand, seized his scrawny wrist in a death grip and wrested the squirming lad closer.  She stared into abruptly frightened eyes and plucked her coin purse from a grungy palm.  “Scamper along, you dumb little delinquent,” she warned.  “Else I take my frustration out on you.”
 
   Cyriana flung him aside and glowered while he retreated.  Walloping into your target and feigning clumsiness was the least effective method for a cutpurse to employ.  The neophyte thief would either starve or suffer a fatal beating if he did not soon learn the art of nimble fingers.  With a grudging sigh, she directed her attention once more on the wearisome bank stakeout.  Maddening or not, at least the failed pickpocket alleviated her boredom for a spell.
 
   She squinted as a man exited Bilks and Nalshin, adjusted his tricorne hat and descended marble stairs to the boulevard.  Cyriana remembered snooping when he entered the edifice, though only now did she have a chance to closely inspect him.  Gentle breezes ruffled the goose feather protruding from his crown above gold lace trimming.  A mahogany cane topped with an obscured animal head patted against cobbles alongside vargholskin boots rising to his knees.  Oil slicked his blonde beard to a ludicrous sheen according to a trend practiced by some foolish Prydinian men.  A silk cravat dyed sapphire spilled from a tight-fitted embroidered black coat fastened with gold buttons.
 
   Cyriana watched him wander oblivious in her direction, greeting fellow nobles who likewise stared down their noses at the world and those living within it.  She could not be certain this was Thorkell, despite his pompous mannerisms and stature matching the man she knew.  Cyriana had seen no evidence to refute her perception that every noble in every country acted with pompous mannerisms.  Shoving off the wall, she decided a close examination might be in order.  If the man was not Thorkell, Cyriana could always liberate his purse or some other valuable.
 
   “Excuse me, good sir,” she hollered, crossing the avenue in respectful supplication.  “I beg your pardon.”
 
   He whirled and Cyriana blessed her instinct.  Though he did not betray the slightest hint of recognition, there was no mistaking those pale eyes.  “Think nothing of it,” he responded.  “Is there some token I might grant you this fine day?”
 
   “Nothing more than a word, if it pleases you.”  She eyed a lone pedestrian stroll beyond earshot and grinned.
 
   “My dearest Cyriana,” Thorkell said, doffing his crimson hat and bowing at the waist.  “What an enchanting surprise.”
 
   “You’re looking absurd today.”
 
   “And you’re boorish as usual, I see.  I thought you’d be delighted, given that I’m dressed in the attire of your homeland.”
 
   “I’m not a rich socialite.  I despised everyone who looked like you.  Those were the people I wanted to ruin.”
 
   “A shame.”  He gestured with a chamois glove ringed in ermine.  “Please follow me deeper into this wretched alleyway.  I have a reputation to maintain and cannot be seen conversing with one such as yourself.  You’re not properly bred for the honor.”
 
   “I’m not even sure if I should be offended by that.”  She scowled at bushy facial hair flecked in graying streaks.  “You don’t make an attractive bearded man.  Especially lathered in oil.”
 
   “Shows what you know.  Local girls can’t get enough of my prickly, foreign charm.”
 
   “Ugh.  I don’t need to hear about your sex life.”
 
   “Fine.  I have little desire to make you jealous.  To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   “A job opportunity I’m recruiting for.”
 
   “As you might have surmised by my ridiculous garb, I’m smack in the middle of an elaborate con.  I’ve devoted substantial time to creating Einar Milard of Torendell, an eccentric investor and respected merchant.”
 
   “You named yourself after a duck?” questioned Cyriana.
 
   “That’s a mallard, you ignorant churl.”
 
   “Whatever.  I don’t care for fowl unless they’re cooked on a plate and served with wine.  But why’d you stick a frigging feather in your cap if you don’t want duck comparisons?”
 
   “As I said, I’m woefully eccentric.  Good sir Milard takes everything to the extreme, particularly fashion.”
 
   “Should I be flattered you chose my own hometown for your make-believe chap?  You were pining for me, weren’t you?”
 
   “Nothing more than coincidence, I assure you,” he affirmed, waving a dismissive hand.  “Now then, shall I tell you to bugger off in a polite manner so I can return to my game?”
 
   “Nope.  I’m afraid I’ll have to insist you put your machinations on hold and enroll in my heist.”
 
   “And why should I consider doing that?”
 
   “My job pays more.”
 
   “You haven’t the foggiest clue what I’m primed to net.”
 
   “Trust me on this.  Mine’s more lucrative than anything we’ve attempted before.  It’ll also be far riskier and way more fun.”
 
   “You can’t expect me to simply forfeit what I’ve fashioned because you make an ambiguous offer for something else.”
 
   “I know how you enjoy weaving your convoluted webs.  Go spin another thread and tell the gullible simpleton you’re needed beyond the city on business.  Conjure some gobbledygook crisis outside the country that requires Einar’s personal attention.  Aren’t nobles always frazzled and whining about their enterprises?  You’ll make it believable, I’m sure.  The fact is I need you for this and it’s in your best interest to agree.”
 
   “Is it now?”
 
   “If you refuse I’ll have Maylene do what she does best.  She’ll snoop around and learn who you’re pulling this con against.  Then she’ll spoil all your fun.  And we both know Maylene will enjoy doing it.”
 
   An inquisitive eyebrow laced with its own oil arched higher.  “Assuming the word of an uncouth stranger is even believed.”
 
   “True enough.  Her words might not be accepted.  But even a seed of doubt can bloom.  Your victim will start questioning every word you speak, every supposedly well-intentioned suggestion.  All the while you’ll be left to wonder if this might be the day your careful plan is unraveled.”
 
   “You threaten to put the kibosh on my con, blackmail me into joining your company and still think I’ll give you my best effort?”
 
   “I know you will.  I plan to compose a letter for your hapless victim and keep it with me.  If I don’t think you’re giving me your best, I’ll have it delivered and wreck your game.  Think of it as adequate motivation.”
 
   Cold eyes the shade of an icy lake stared at her until Thorkell laughed.  “This is what I’ve always liked about you, Cyriana.  You’re as unforgiving toward your friends as you are the people you don’t care for.  Fine, I’ll play along to your tune.  But I’ll need another day or two in order to delicately put my own interests on hold.  Doesn’t matter what threats you make, I won’t rush this.”
 
   “We don’t plan on leaving the city before then anyways.”
 
   “Ah, so the job isn’t in Ercora.  That will certainly avoid complications related to my fake identity.  Where might we be headed?”
 
   “Arroyo.”
 
   “Not sure what lies your benefactor crafted, but there’s nothing worth filching in Arroyo.  Believe me, I’ve surveyed the city personally.  I suppose a few minor Asdori nobles might have jewels, but the wealthiest and most influential live either here or in Asdor City.  There’s nothing worth this elaborate scheme you’re throwing together.  The only true landmark in the city is the galen tower…”
 
   Cyriana smirked while comprehension dawned on his features and he furrowed a brow laden in cosmetics.
 
   “You’re out of your mind, aren’t you?” he questioned.  “You want to pull a heist in Starwatch?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Dear me, where do I even begin?  You’ve glimpsed their tower?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “You know about their precautions and burly guards?”
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “All the would-be thieves now rotting in Draugan gaols?”
 
   “Caught wind of some rumors.”
 
   “And yet you still want to go through with this?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Thorkell murmured.  “I think you downplayed how much riskier and more fun it’d be than my own con.  No unnecessary gambles?”
 
   “None.  I told our paymaster I’d walk if the theft winded up too dicey.  We’re in control.”
 
   “Then you’ll have my talents.  Gods, we’ll be legends if we pull this off.”
 
   “I imagine we will be.  Secret legends, if all goes well.”
 
   “Is Maylene about, prowling the back alleys?”
 
   “Trying to reel in a sleight of hand ever since Aelina went north.”  Cyriana ruffled her greasy hair and glimpsed Baskaran nonchalantly munching on nuts near the alley mouth.  “Did you know Voran is dead?”
 
   “Hadn’t heard.  I don’t find myself unduly surprised by the news.  Was it booze or a blade that did him in?”
 
   “Both actually.”
 
   “Then he died suffering through what he loved best.  Have you found a replacement?”
 
   “The new fellow’s lurking in the shadows over there.  A damn fine swordsman from Eurus.  Don’t be irked, but he’s the one who killed Voran.”
 
   “With alcohol involved Voran was likely the catalyst.  I won’t let it impede my performance.  Though I’d prefer not to board with him.”
 
   “I’ll stick Baskaran in a room with Eloran once we find the old man,” Cyriana promised.  “Punishment for murdering our former partner.  Speaking of, I’m having difficulties locating our forger.  Wither couldn’t give me a reliable lead either.”
 
   “This might make your situation trickier, though at least I can shed light on your quandary.  I happen to be in a unique position these days to learn what befell the wrinkled blowhard.  It was all some nobles discussed several weeks ago.”
 
   “Please tell me Eloran isn’t dead.”
 
   “Not yet so far as I know.”
 
   “What an ominous thing to say.”
 
   Furrows traced through liberally applied makeup adorning his forehead.  “The arrogant man was caught forging documents.  A minor noble hired Eloran to fabricate records naming him the beneficiary of a sickly great-aunt instead of her own living children.  The eldest child, one Maynard Talivin, took offense at the notion when he learned of it and paid good money to capture the guilty parties.  His uppity nephew is currently residing in a gaol lacking basic amenities, but Eloran was never handed over to the proper authorities; he merely disappeared.  Official word is he was never found.  I haven’t been able to verify the rumors, but all indications suggest that the spurned noble is holding him beneath his estate.  Most days Lord Talivin seems too cheerful for a person who couldn’t track down the man trying to swindle him out of his fortune.”
 
   “Huh.  I suppose the circumstances could be worse.”
 
   “Evidently I was naïve to believe they couldn’t be shoddier.  Please elaborate.”
 
   “Freeing him from a blue blood’s home will certainly be easier than a gaol.”
 
   “Damn but you’re determined,” Thorkell declared.  “You really mean to do this, don’t you?”
 
   “The man’s abrasive, but Eloran’s the best forger living today.  We can’t replace him like we do with pickpockets and duelists.  This job cannot be done without him.  I’ll ask you never to speak those words in his hearing though.”
 
   “I’m sure he already thinks it.”
 
   “Is squirreling criminals away in their own basements a common practice here?”
 
   “Some nobles prefer to deal with undesirables their own way rather than turning them over to the Draugans.  Torturing in secret is good fun apparently.  Plus loyal Asdori still don’t trust their hated occupiers on principle.”
 
   “The Empire isn’t so bad.  They’ve unwittingly given me lucrative business opportunities.”
 
   “I won’t argue with you.”  Thorkell withdrew a handkerchief and dabbed it against his brow.  “Is there anything else you’d like me to know before we begin?”
 
   “Only one.  I’m in charge.  I’ll defer to you on matters of cosmetics and accessorizing, but otherwise this is my show through and through.  You’ll need to set aside your world renowned ego while in my employ.”
 
   “I hardly have an ego.”
 
   “I’m surprised your head even fits snugly under that outlandish hat, it’s so swelled.  You have enough ego for any two men, provided Eloran isn’t one.”
 
   “Fair enough.  But I can agree to your inflated self-worth clause, assuming you don’t insist on stupid decisions.”  Thorkell twirled his cane and tapped it against cobblestones.  “Alas, now I must take my leave.  I’m expected for afternoon tea, where I’ll broach the topic of departing with my clueless colleagues.  I’ll meet with you on the twenty-fourth.”
 
   “We’re boarding at the Royal Exchange.  Loiter in the dining area long enough and we’ll find one another.”
 
   “Wonderful.  They serve a mouth-watering filleted mackerel sprinkled with garlic salt.  You can treat me to a bowl while I become acquainted with the other misfits you’ve found.  Don’t expect to ever feast your eyes upon suave Einar Milard again though.  That boat has sailed, my dear.”
 
   “I’ll count my blessings.  See you in two days.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Distasteful though it is to imagine, there are street urchins who would like nothing more than to wedge their begrimed fingers into your jacket and wiggle around.  For the fashionable patrician strolling the market, vigilance is your greatest accessory.
 
   Andiron Sairis, The Peculiar Urban World
 
   Date Unknown
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   “This is straddling the line between audacious and madness, even for us,” Maylene asserted.  “Breaking into a nobleman’s estate, eluding all those murderous house guards and rescuing a man who annoys the crap out of me.  All because he can make scribbles on parchment look fanciful.  Oh, and Eloran might not even currently reside where Thorkell claims he should be.”
 
   “I trust the rumors.”  Cyriana stretched her legs and crossed one boot atop the other.  A marble plaza stretched before her, populated with market stalls and jostling crowds.  Statuary towering above the courtyard’s center depicted Emperor Malavin and Empress Syell, descended from Draugan rulers who carved the Empire of Asdor into mere provinces three decades earlier.  “You worry too much.  Learn to relax and enjoy a lovely spring day.”
 
   “Worrying helps keep bounties off my pretty head.”
 
   “Makes life a bitch if you ask me.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to when a lack of it has gotten you killed.  I’d also like to point out that conning a con man into performing is a risky strategy.  You have another exceedingly crafty plan if he calls your bluff?”
 
   “Why would he?  Thorkell’s drawn to the challenge like us.  The blackmail gives him a handy excuse to act offended and holier-than-thou.  I’d also prefer to believe he’s actually a friend.”
 
   “Friends are dangerous, Cyriana.  You should’ve learned that better than anyone by now.”
 
   “I don’t have to trust my friends.  I only need to trust they love gold.”
 
   “Would he say the same about us?” Maylene questioned.
 
   “He’d be wise to harbor doubts.  I do happen to have a letter drafted spoiling his schemes like I threatened.”
 
   “Might you have a clever ploy to keep me from bailing?”
 
   “You?  Maylene, there’s a good chance you’re the only true friend I have.  If you deserted me while my back was turned, I think it’d be time for some soul-searching.  That, or go out and find a replacement friend.  Maybe one with a little less sass this time.”
 
   “It never ceases to amaze me how sweet you can be when you want to.”
 
   “A correctable flaw, I’m sure.  Teach me how to be more like you, please.”
 
   “Whoa, there he is,” Maylene declared, nudging Cyriana in the elbow.  “The dusky Shiylan lad.  The boy has talent to spare.”
 
   “He’s a lanky chap, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “I’d hazard a guess he grew up on the streets, begging for scraps.  No idea if he’s self-taught or got instruction, but he’s earned the right to boast.  This one does it all by his lonesome.  No partners to cause distractions or blindside the dupes.”
 
   “An idiot child tried nabbing my purse yesterday by pretending to smack into me.”
 
   “He’ll be dead in a few months if he doesn’t shape up.  But our Shiylan here is an artist.  Witness, my friend.”
 
   The enterprising thief shambled toward a stall occupied by one man dressed in tailored finery.  He casually sidled alongside the gentleman and reached with one hand into mounds of figs while his other slinked amid the dupe’s attire.  Clothing ruffled and the cutpurse withdrew an arm, never shifting his gaze from dried fruit he inspected in one hand.  Once his oblivious victim departed, the Shiylan retrieved coins from his newly filched purse and paid the merchant.  Gathering figs in one hand, he popped several into his mouth and continued walking.
 
   Cyriana whistled in appreciation.  “Oh, the audacity in that clever little show.  I like him.”
 
   “Told you.  And voila, we’ve found our sleight of hand.”
 
   “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”  Cyriana lifted herself off the bench and slipped into swarming hordes.  Maylene remained at her side before disappearing from sight on a differing trajectory.
 
   Ahead the Shiylan pickpocket meandered toward a passageway adjoining the agora and flanked by columns.  He lingered to peruse various textile stalls with halfhearted interest, walking at a languid pace to avoid arousing suspicion.  Cyriana ran one hand over a woven carpet and resumed her trail through passersby.
 
   She elbowed one rotund man inhaling pistachios and muscled between a giggling flock of young women, knocking a lavender umbrella from dainty hands.  Nattering throngs drowned indignant squeals as she continued in pursuit.  Her target strolled beneath the arched corridor and Cyriana hastened to close the distance.  Shadows blanketed narrow alleys devoid of milling civilians, though home to innumerable scurrying rodents.  She smacked leather boots onto cobblestones until there was no doubt her approach could be heard.  The pickpocket slowed and cast an inquisitive eye over one shoulder.
 
   Cyriana folded her arms and offered an amiable smile.  “That was elegant.”
 
   “Huh?”  He halted and pivoted to face her, fumbling in a search for words.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Your little display out there with the dignified gentleman.”  She noted a lithe figure sidling closer from behind the man and strolled forward to keep his wary focus on her.  “I admired your aplomb.”
 
   “You must’ve seen wrong, lady.  I was browsing fabrics.”
 
   Maylene glided unseen with noiseless footfalls, prodding a dagger against his nape.  The man’s body stiffened and his eyes widened in fear.  “I’m sure you were,” she cooed.  “No pressing need to panic though.  The Draugans don’t have to ever learn what valuables are lining your pockets.  We’re only looking to chat with a man of talent.  We thought maybe you might be such a man.  If you are, I’ll withdraw my knife.”
 
   “Shit yes,” he stammered.  “I am.  I…I have talents.”
 
   “Good choice.”  Maylene tucked her blade into a sleeve and sauntered into his line of sight.  “I can abide purse snatchers, but not liars.”
 
   The Shiylan breathed a sigh and rubbed his neck, eyeing her as though she might reconsider opening his throat.
 
   “We already know you have enviable skills,” remarked Cyriana.  “What my companion and I performed is a favored trick among street thieves.  Distraction is a powerful tool to have in your arsenal.  Yet you eschew the ruse and choose to work alone.  A daring decision that invites more risk but might offer more lucrative rewards.  We simply had to meet this plucky fellow.”
 
   He surveyed his fingers, perhaps ensuring no blood smeared the tips.  “Couldn’t talk in the courtyard like a sane woman?”
 
   “We didn’t want to strike up a conversation in the vicinity of your clientele.  I presumed you’d appreciate the gracious gesture.  My name is Cyriana.  The intimate one is Maylene.  And you are?”
 
   “Desin.”  Brown eyes flicked to Maylene and the discomfiting grin on her face.  “Listen, I don’t want no trouble.”
 
   “Neither do we.  But we do want to employ you for a venture.”
 
   “Uh, I don’t think I follow.”
 
   “We’re thieves like you,” Cyriana explained.  “Only we pilfer priceless artifacts and jewels rather than cut purses hoping to find a few jangling coins.  We’re masters of the trade.”
 
   “Why would you need me?”
 
   “Occasionally we have cause to want a deft sleight of hand.  During elaborate schemes, it pays to have someone capable of lifting keys or planting evidence on a person with poise.  We have some practice with the art, but our skills lie elsewhere.”
 
   Maylene snapped her fingers as if remembering a thought.  “Oh, we forgot to mention the part about us making you richer than your wildest dreams.”
 
   “Strange that slipped our minds,” concurred Cyriana.  “If you accept, you’ll earn more coins than a lifetime of sifting through pockets will achieve.”
 
   “And if I don’t?” Desin questioned.
 
   “We aren’t in a mood to make the Draugans aware of your activities.  Though that doesn’t mean we won’t if you insist on fussing.  You might not know this since you’re a Shiylan, but legionaries aren’t a gentle breed when it comes to criminals.  They’re overly rough as a matter of fact.”
 
   “Brutal even,” chirped Maylene.  “They don’t carry batons for encouragement.  The only weapons legionaries have are pointy and go right through you.”
 
   “And they have plenty leeway when choosing who to stab.”
 
   “I guess it’s best I agree, isn’t it?” asked Desin.
 
   “We can’t make the decision for you,” Cyriana uttered.  “But yes, it is.”
 
   “I can understand you’re feeling a twinge untrustworthy since I tried to skewer your neck,” Maylene claimed.  “I promise we’re far less manipulative once you’re in our party.”
 
   “Okay, then I suppose I’m in.”
 
   Cyriana clapped her hands together and smiled.  “Lovely.  No need for any unpleasantness.  Maylene, if you’d be so kind?”
 
   She stepped alongside Desin and reached into a pocket on his trousers.  He squirmed against her exploratory hand until she withdrew an engraved locket and let it dangle loosely from her fingers.
 
   Desin’s expression crumpled into sheer confusion and he shoved hands into his own pockets.  “What the hell?  That isn’t mine.”
 
   “This little beauty belonged to Lady Sithel before I took a shining to it.  You might recognize the name, given that she’s married to the Draugan Praefectus.  She was most distraught when it vanished some months ago.”  Maylene held the locket by a golden chain and watched burnished links glimmer in weak sunlight.  “This would’ve gotten you hanged without question.”
 
   Desin shifted his horrified eyes to Cyriana while she bared a mischievous grin.  “I told you we had some talents for planting evidence on others.  A good thing for you we didn’t have to employ the tactic.”  Cyriana strode past and beckoned for him to follow.  “Come along.  We’ll introduce you to the others and even let you keep the purse you lifted.  Word to the wise, it’d be best for company cohesion if you forego holding grudges.  Chin up though.  You won’t be the only one we blackmailed into service.”
 
   *
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   “That’s your plan?” demanded Maylene.  “Two days to ponder using that shrewd little brain of yours and this is what you settle on?  I thought you were a damned professional.”
 
   “More professional than a roof-skulking lock picker like you,” Thorkell retorted.
 
   Cyriana entered and shut the bedchamber’s door behind Baskaran and herself.  “I love waltzing into the middle of an argument.  Does this one happen to be important for once or is it trivial like always?”
 
   Maylene lifted a decanter and poured wine into her goblet.  “Cyriana, talk some sense into the man.”
 
   “I haven’t a clue what you’re even gabbing about.  And I’m too hungry to think.  Hand me a chunk from that loaf, will you?”  Cyriana accepted torn bread from Desin and gnawed through the crust.  “Now, tell me what’s happened.”
 
   “He’s lost his mind, that’s what.”  Maylene slurped her drink and wiped moist lips with a thumb.  “I’ve suspected for days now, but this confirms it.  I must truly be desperate to shack up with you lot.”
 
   “Is this true, Thorkell?  Have you misplaced your brain?”
 
   “I can assure you it’s as indelibly productive as ever.”
 
   “Then what is she taking issue with?”
 
   Thorkell munched on fish, licking his greasy fingers after every mouthful.  “Maylene considers any plan not spent shimmying through windows as too daunting.  I believe the contrary is true and thus we are at an impasse for how to help Eloran breathe fresh air once more.”
 
   “I can guess what Maylene’s strategy might be.  Let’s hear yours.”
 
   “Brace yourself,” muttered the other woman.
 
   Thorkell rubbed a smooth chin no longer adorned with fake facial hair.  “Last month a local theater group performed Broken Countryside for three nights.  It’s a tragedy about the final days of the Almayan Kingdom’s failed rebellion against the Empire.  The performance was somewhat pedantic if you ask me, though I’m a harsh judge of theater.  What matters for us is that this ensemble happens to have half a dozen sets of Draugan armor not currently in use.”
 
   “Perhaps I’m missing a key detail,” Baskaran said.  “Is this armor valuable to us in some manner?”
 
   Maylene wagged a finger at Thorkell and groaned.  “He wants us to steal costumes from a theater troupe and impersonate Draugan legionaries.  This pompous northerner is under the impression we can waltz up to Lord Talivin’s estate and convince him to turn Eloran over to our care if we ask nicely.  In other words, he’s insane.”
 
   “Not insane,” Thorkell countered.  “Only well aware of my own abilities.”
 
   “Won’t the troupe notice an entire part of their wardrobe is missing?” questioned Baskaran.
 
   “They have no upcoming plays using legionary armor, which means the costumes will be stuffed out of sight in storage.  This is a respected company with diverse performances.  They have places to tuck pieces aside rather than spend time fretting about unused attire.  The theft should go unnoticed for several days at least.”
 
   “Does the armor even look authentic?” Cyriana inquired.  “Easy enough to fool an audience, but we’ll need to be up close and personal with our targets.  House guards and one vexed noble will have more critical eyes.”
 
   “Son of a bitch,” interrupted Maylene.  “Don’t even tell me you’re considering this.”
 
   “It may have merit.  We have precious few alternatives and I lose nothing by hearing him out.”
 
   “To answer your question, I don’t know,” responded Thorkell.  “Fortunately, legionaries stationed within peaceful cities frequently wear pristine armor.  Clean costumes would not appear out of place.”
 
   “Yes, but if the play’s about a rebellion won’t the armor be intentionally scratched and grimed?”
 
   Thorkell licked his teeth and shrugged.  “We won’t know until we have ourselves a gander.  Not that it matters, so far as I’m concerned.  Recruits are often given armor another legionary died in.  And with Almaya quiet again these days, war weary veterans are being reassigned elsewhere.  I’d wager some legionaries in Ercora don’t look freshly polished.  Clean or soiled, the costumes won’t be suspicious.”
 
   “According to you,” asserted Maylene.  “But that’s one hell of a gambit.  What if the bloody things are made from tin rather than iron?”
 
   “We aren’t pinching these from street performers.  The troupe won’t have skimped on outfits.”
 
   “It seems to me the wild card in all this is Lord Talivin himself.”  Cyriana dusted crumbs from her palms and fetched an unclaimed goblet.  “House guards are cowering ninnies when faced with legionaries, but an Asdori lord is a different breed.  Thorkell, you’re the only one in this room who can attest to the man’s reputation.  I want your honest opinion on how he would react to commands from a Draugan officer.”
 
   “With veiled indignation I suspect, but he’s no fool.  Nobles deride and mock their occupiers, but only while in the comfort of fellow natives.  Talivin won’t jeopardize his fortune, title or estate by mouthing off.  He’ll save that for afternoon tea and strumpets with other moneyed folks.  The bluster will come when he’s safe from reprisal and we’ve fled the city.”
 
   “Tell me about the theater itself.”
 
   “Gods help me,” muttered Maylene.
 
   “Ah, that’s the appealing part.  The wardrobe isn’t stored at the theater.  Nothing is.  That venue is strictly for performances.”  Thorkell sipped wine, purring in contentment.  “The troupe practices and maintains all their costumes and props elsewhere.  Used to be a quaint inn until one enterprising band of players earned a fortune and purchased the land outright to convert into their own private rehearsal space.  Maylene could slink in while drunk and singing ballads.  Our lone obstacle is that the actors board there.  I feel the need to assume outwitting a handful of sleeping thespians won’t unduly tax our abilities though.”
 
   “Unless some happen to be awake reciting lines and gesticulating.”
 
   “There are no performances scheduled for two weeks, my dear.  No mummers will be conscious through morning’s wee hours until closer to the date.”
 
   Desin lifted a finger and frowned.  “Might be I’m pointing out the obvious, but there aren’t no Shiylans in the legions.  Ain’t any nobles dumb enough to believe I’m Draugan.”
 
   “And that’s why you won’t be participating,” Cyriana explained.  “You’ll lend a hand for the theft and then retreat into the shadows.  Four of us donning armor will have to be enough.”
 
   “Eurus is not governed by the Empire either,” stated Baskaran.  “My presence might likewise endanger the ruse.”
 
   “Nonsense.  Eurus is a few days’ sail off the coast.  It’s conceivable you left home and enrolled in the legions.  I even saw a Eurote woman serving in Elarenth one time with the Fourteenth.  No one with two legs and a pulse gets turned away from the legions.”
 
   “Lord Talivin won’t have the presence of mind to question one face,” Thorkell added.  “Not while I distract him with a flawless performance worthy of accolades.”
 
   “You sound oddly eager considering the dangers of this plot,” said Baskaran.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?  This will be thoroughly enjoyable.”
 
   He glanced toward Cyriana with a bemused countenance.  “This is a curious team you’ve assembled.”
 
   “When someone is the best at what they do, you have to allow for a certain amount of conceit to creep in.  I wouldn’t say it contributes to his charm, but there’s no dislodging it.”
 
   “Wait until you meet Eloran,” Maylene murmured.
 
   “Thorkell, comb through your cosmetics and frilly sundresses,” Cyriana instructed.  “I need you to conjure someone else by sunrise.”
 
   “Delightful.  Perhaps I’ll be Alcedonian on this occasion.  I’ve always been partial to the name Dalvin Crouchback.”
 
   “You should be Dalvin Lackingcock.”
 
   “Shut up, Maylene.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t care,” Cyriana announced.  “Tomorrow you’ll grace this theater troupe with your presence.  You’re newly arrived in Ercora and looking to sponsor an admired company.  Have the owner conduct a tour and convince him you have an insatiable interest.  You spent your childhood loving the great Asdori playwrights or some other bullshit.  Get him talkative and he’ll be keen to brag about every nook in a quest to lock down another investor.  Specifically request to see the wardrobe and learn whatever you can.”
 
   “That hardly sounds like an adequate usage for my brazen talents,” bemoaned Thorkell.  “Can I con him into giving me a loan for services I have no intention of rendering?”
 
   “No.  You’re not hoodwinking a soul until I okay the notion.  And keep your grubby fingers to yourself while there.”
 
   “I shall be on my most dignified manners.”
 
   “Darn right you will,” Cyriana warned.  “We’ll re-evaluate this masterful proposal tomorrow evening following your summary.  Unless an unanticipated conundrum smacks us in the face, we’ll plan to conduct our deed the subsequent night and give Lord Talivin a scare the next.”
 
   “In the interim I feel the need for another fish.  Devising fictional personages gets my appetite going.”
 
   “By all means splurge on seafood.  Not like it’s our coins you’re spending.  Fetch some wine while you’re at it.  I’m feeling parched.”  Cyriana glanced to the others and nodded.  “Dismissed.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Audacity secures greater rewards than any carefully constructed plan ever could.  A daring scheme will convince anyone of anything, because too few chaps have the mental capacity to challenge what they see.
 
   From the Trial of Farien Taerlon, Day 6
 
   308 Black Ruin, Year of the Tangled Glade
 
    
 
   2 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Cyriana gnawed tender chicken off a bone and raised her head as Maylene entered the chamber.  “Done?”
 
   “The innkeeper was most gracious when I slipped him silver.”  She lifted a slender brass key and spun it between her fingertips.  “Even gave me this so we could let ourselves in after the place is closed and locked in the wee hours of the morning.”
 
   “Such a considerate fellow, concerning himself with our well-being.”
 
   “It’s a rare man who’s immune to generous bribery.”
 
   “Or a suggestive wink.  The world will be a harsher place for the likes of us if their gender ever develops a shred of smarts.”
 
   Baskaran paused amid oiling his rapier and scowled.  “We’re all in earshot, lass.”
 
   “Ask me if I care.”  Cyriana spat a bone morsel onto the plate and picked between her teeth with one fingernail.  “Thorkell, time to put my mind at ease.  You do know enough about Draugan laws to make this whole ploy feasible, yes?  What they can and can’t do to society’s affluent blokes.  I won’t have you slapping Talivin’s perfumed cheek if an officer wouldn’t dare.”
 
   “I assure you Einar conducted adequate research before schmoozing with the hoity-toity folks.  It’s a necessity for the industrious con artist not wishing to run afoul of legionaries looking for an excuse.”
 
   “Glad we can leech knowledge off your duck persona.”
 
   “Naturally.  You should never have doubted my foresight.”
 
   “And if the unlikely scenario arises whereby we’re accosted by actual Draugans?”
 
   Thorkell paused before a mirror and planted a palm on his chest.  “Though I shouldn’t need to say this, allow me to do the talking.  We’re soldiers from the Third Cohort of the Twenty-Eighth legion delivering a message.  The particulars will stay safely locked in my head to avoid confusing you all.  Have faith that I’ve plucked real names from Draugan duty rosters in case we’re questioned by an informed legionary.”
 
   “A commendable job,” Cyriana conceded.  “I withdraw my misgivings.”
 
   “May I return to character building without inane interruptions expressing skepticism in my performance?  You want a convincing Draugan officer tomorrow night and this is a particularly difficult role to assume.”
 
   “What’s this?” Maylene questioned.  “Has the master of masquerade admitted an imperfection?  Someone write this down for posterity.”
 
   “Ah, so regrettably oblivious.  Nobility is shamefully easy to impersonate.  I only need to act offended by the slightest provocation and the ruse is complete.  But Lord Talivin has interacted with Draugans his entire adult life, whereas I haven’t.  He’ll know how one might react and will see through a lazy attempt if I’m not at my best.  Would anyone here enjoy a stabbing because I half-arsed this charade?”
 
   Baskaran ran a dark finger along the blade length and ceased humming a soft melody.   “Speaking as someone who earned respect by avoiding precisely such a fate, I’m willing to permit him adequate rehearsal time.”
 
   “Even the least likely of our party to succumb to a blade in the gut wants me shipshape.  The grouchy ones who stuff metal into key holes don’t get a vote.  Do I ever dare to tell you which strangely shaped picks to use, Maylene?”
 
   “Fine.  Return to preening in the mirror, you insufferable swindler.”
 
   Thorkell swiveled and paced along the far wall reciting words in varying accents.
 
   Baskaran sheathed his dueling sword, placed it atop a notched table and paced closer.  “I don’t believe I know what my duty is during all this.  Is it little more than another body in armor?”
 
   “Nah, that’s the gist of it,” replied Maylene.
 
   “If nothing goes awry,” Cyriana said, “your only chore is to stand behind us and look menacing.  But if the scheme does go straight to hell, we’ll need you engaging the house guards while we bugger off into the night.”
 
   “How many might there be?”
 
   “A manor this size owned by a damned wealthy noble with entitlement issues…say about twenty at the most.”
 
   “I’m beginning to question my sanity after agreeing to this job.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be the first one,” murmured Desin.
 
   “Nonsense,” Maylene interjected.  “Think how much you’ll both earn in our employ.”
 
   Baskaran frowned and scratched his brow.  “That’s a grand assumption, believing I’ll live through it with tasks like this one.”
 
   “I think we might have more faith in your skills than you do.”
 
   “And abruptly I find myself envious of Desin’s role.”
 
   “You got that right,” the Shiylan replied.  “I’m coming back here to get drunk.”
 
   “You’d better not be,” Cyriana warned.  “Or I’ll have Maylene pluck all your hairs while you’re in a stupor.”
 
   Baskaran glanced in Thorkell’s direction.  The false-facer cultivated facial mannerisms and practiced speech inflections while staring into a cloudy mirror.  “I know you and Maylene have proficiency in a fracas, but what can the Zyreni offer?  Would I be wise trusting him to lend a hand?”
 
   “Him?” Cyriana asked.  “Don’t get your hopes up is my recommendation.  His expertise with blades extends only to the point of knowing which end to grasp.”
 
   “And the general concept of poking,” asserted Maylene.  “He gets enough practice with his other, more petite sword.”
 
   “I thought you were friends with Thorkell,” Baskaran whispered.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “You have a curious way of treating the people you care for.”
 
   “It’s her way of showing affection,” Cyriana affirmed.  “When Maylene compares your face to a mule’s arse you’ll have won her heart.”
 
   “Lucky me.”
 
   “Wait until you see how she treats Eloran.  She’s practically in love with the man.”
 
   “Shut it,” Maylene snarled.  “I treat him that way because the man actually pisses me off.”
 
   “Whatever you say.”
 
   “Maybe this isn’t the time,” said Baskaran, “but when might we learn what grand job we were hired for?”
 
   Desin lifted bare palms and leaned back in his chair.  “Don’t look at me.  I only know what you do.  And that’s less than nothing.”
 
   “I promise we’ll explain every intricate detail once we’re all together,” Cyriana answered.  “We’re concerned with keeping a tight lid on the plan.  Until we can be sure you’re all worth our trust.”
 
   “You’re paranoid even for thieves,” quipped Baskaran.
 
   “It comes from experience.”
 
   “When we have the armor,” Desin asked, “do you want me coming back here or going someplace else?”
 
   “Lounge here.  I’d prefer to have you nearby if we’re caught in a tight pinch, but we can’t risk someone spying you in the shadows.  Curious stalkers watching legionaries from the bushes tends to raise suspicions.  And don’t get drunk.  I wasn’t kidding about the hair thing.”  Cyriana strode to an open second story window and stared at the tranquil roadway below.  Darkness held Ercora in an unyielding grasp while scarce pedestrians strolled the avenue.  “You’ll be ready to depart soon, eh Thorkell?”
 
   “I will if I’m permitted a moment in solitude.”
 
   “Someone’s cranky as hell,” declared Maylene.  “Calm yourself.  You don’t even need to play a Draugan until tomorrow evening.”
 
   “In our mutual profession, those caught unprepared don’t tend to survive long.  You’d do well to remember every tenet of wisdom I offer if you ever wish to improve.”
 
   “And you’d do well to remember you’re in my bloody room right now.  Go back to your own if you want to whittle away the night talking to yourself and being flippant.”
 
   “Another month of this charming repartee to look forward to,” groaned Baskaran.  “What a treat.”
 
   Maylene turned to face the duelist with her face scrunched in disagreement.  “A month?  We’ll be damned lucky if we pull off our heist in only a month.  More likely two or three.”
 
   Cyriana grinned at the pained expression that crossed Baskaran’s face.  “Enough banter.  Finish last minute chores and eat if you’re still hungry.  We leave in an hour.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana crouched beneath a ruddy brick wall sprouting vines and motioned the others closer.  Moon and starlight shone through wispy clouds stretching across inky sky.  “Do your thing, Maylene.”
 
   “Can I say once again how stupid I think this entire plan is?”
 
   “Sure you can.  But I’m still ignoring you.”
 
   “Figures,” Maylene muttered.  “Thorkell, care to help a gal out?”
 
   “Truly?  I’ve spied you scale grander walls than this.  Quit being lazy and mount the damn thing.”
 
   “And thus chivalry dies a tragic death.  I always knew it wasn’t in vogue these days.  But don’t come to me next time you need buttons fastened or your hair colored because you’re self-conscious about graying.”
 
   “Fine.  If only because it’ll get you over the wall and beyond my hearing sooner.”
 
   Thorkell squatted and boosted Maylene until she grabbed hold and pulled herself the remaining distance.  Her silhouetted figure darted along the wall for a moment, disappearing into blanketing shadows.  One quaint roadway stretched down gentle hills dotted with mulberry trees toward a cityscape flooded in lamplight.  Originally constructed as a quiet retreat from congested Ercora, the inn’s seclusion meant no passersby were likely to spoil their infiltration.  A considerable relief to Cyriana’s mind, given the amateurs accompanying her and Maylene.
 
   Their most talented burglar reappeared and offered a brief wave.  “Coast is clear,” she whispered.
 
   Cyriana planted a boot into Thorkell’s entwined hands and shimmied to grasp Maylene’s outstretched arm.  The Asdori woman yanked Cyriana high enough to swing a leg over the wall and scamper atop.  She pivoted on rough stone, reaching down alongside Maylene to heave Desin higher with cloth sacks draped over his shoulders.  Once he perched beside her, Cyriana shoved off the wall and dropped noiselessly to plush grass below.  Maylene hunkered a moment later, followed by the less graceful men.
 
   “Infiltrating an inn converted to a rehearsal salon,” Maylene whispered.  “Our most daring exploit to date.  The bards will craft a song about this one day.  Once I’ve adequately embellished the tale, of course.  How many guards did we need to fight our way past?”
 
   “No less than a dozen,” added Thorkell.  “I manhandled two with my bare hands.”
 
   “Pay attention, you damned fools,” Cyriana hissed.  “Con man, if you please.”
 
   “Right, right.”  He lifted a finger and silently motioned as though consulting a crude map.  Finally his dainty hand jabbed toward a winding cobblestone pathway.  “Follow the fork rightward and it’ll meet a locked service entrance adjacent to the inn’s kitchen.  Unroll your sketchy tools, Maylene.  Your time to shine.”
 
   “From this point on no more flapping your mouths,” instructed Cyriana.  “I want beautiful silence unless I say otherwise.  I’m more likely to slice out an errant tongue than politely request quiet.”
 
   Thorkell raised his thumb and set off at a brisk trot along the meandering trail, passing lawn sculptures and marble statuary.  Cyriana eyed an exaggerated thespian flanked by orchids lifting robed hands skyward.  The inn crowned a sloping hillock, where one solitary door waited between shuttered windows.
 
   Maylene withdrew rolled cloth from a pocket and crouched on cobbles.  She placed her treasure trove on the ground and unfurled fabric to reveal seven picks and two feather touch torsion wrenches.  Retrieving one pick and a torsion wrench, Maylene knelt forward and inserted her tools.  Cyriana leaned against a wall and crossed her arms, listening to faint scraping from the lock.  Maylene swapped picks twice before a final click sounded and she turned the doorknob.  Cyriana shoved off the wall while Maylene rolled her kit once again and opened the entry.
 
   Dim candlelight spilling from one bracketed sconce illumined a hallway.  Thorkell tapped Cyriana on the arm and indicated toward a doorway leading downward.  As he discovered during his walking tour, the theater company kept costumes used for current productions on the main floor, whereas wardrobe storage was relegated to the basement.  Ever hopeful for further investors, the troupe’s owner was even kind enough to lead Thorkell down.
 
   Cyriana motioned for Baskaran and thrust a forefinger at the wavering sconce.  He crept forward carrying a lantern, opened the glass and withdrew an unlit candle.  Touching the wick to gentle flame, he placed burning wax back into his lantern and shrouded it with black cloth.  Thorkell cracked the squeaking door ajar and they slipped through into a blackened veil.
 
   Once Maylene shut the basement entry, Baskaran removed the lantern’s covering and guided their way down a groaning staircase.  Jackets, trousers and dresses lined the chamber.  Elaborate hats and jeweled bodices decorated one wall, while necklaces and bracelets spilled from open boxes crafted to mimic silver.
 
   Desin lovingly ran a finger over looped earrings ornamented with matching ruby gems.  “They’re not likely to miss a few pieces.”
 
   “They’re all fake, you idiot,” snarled Thorkell.  “Do you not understand where we are?”
 
   “Shut up the both of you.”  Cyriana tugged on Baskaran and directed the glowing lantern ahead.  “Where’s the armor?”
 
   “Behind that rack of toga fabric.”
 
   She approached and smiled to see six full suits waiting to be burgled.  “How kind the costumers chose not to disassemble each set.  It would’ve been brutal trying to piece together all these segmented plates.”
 
   “Accessories are over here,” Thorkell announced.  “Tunics, belts, cloaks and a scabbarded gladius for each daring thief.  Oh, and there are also some manacles for prisoners; grab those, too.”
 
   Baskaran settled the lantern atop a table and unsheathed one sword, inspecting its edge in the dim glow.  “Am I able to fight with this?”
 
   “It’s armory forged iron.  No cheap tin knockoffs in this troupe.  Their braggart owner made sure I knew that fact.  But the edges are dulled to prevent injuries during performances.”
 
   “Meaning I can parry but not wound?”
 
   “In a nutshell, yeah.  Might cause cramping if you smack their muscles hard enough.”
 
   Baskaran slid his sword into its scabbard and looked to Cyriana.  “You’d better hope our plan proceeds without a hitch.”
 
   “No more effort is necessary from me then.  I always have that hope in these situations.”  Cyriana turned and searched for Desin in the gloom.  “Lug the sacks on over.”
 
   The Shiylan dumped cloth on bare floor and prodded a rectangular shield featuring stylized numerals wrapped with grape vines.  “We taking these, too?”
 
   “No, leave them be,” responded Thorkell.  “The painted unit insignia belongs to a legion still stationed north in Almaya.  We’d fool morons, but no one else.”
 
   “Plenty city patrols do without shields anyways,” Cyriana remarked.  “We won’t raise suspicions not having them.”
 
   Desin held a sack open while Maylene jammed belts and crumpled tunics within.  A faint scuffing noise tugged Cyriana’s ear and she cocked her head.
 
   “Wait, be quiet,” she said.  “Thought I heard something.”
 
   Careless feet thumped against stairs and a feminine giggle echoed.  Cyriana signaled for Maylene to traverse the chamber before waving a frantic hand at Baskaran to cover the lantern.  Darkness reclaimed the basement until orange glimmers descended the steps and two figures appeared bathed in candlelight.  One whispered something and the other snorted a laugh.  The male placed his chamberstick atop one table and wrapped an arm around his companion’s waist, tugging her closer.
 
   Cyriana withdrew a dagger and padded nearer, touching an edge to the man’s bare throat while stuffing a hand against his mouth.  She grimaced to be handling lips soggy with saliva, though felt thankful she had not chosen to stand in front given his excitement.
 
   The panicking female squealed in alarm and inhaled a sharp breath to shriek.  Unwilling to take chances and ever meticulous, Maylene hammered a fist into her forehead and threw the petite girl onto cold floor.  “Noise gets you killed, sweet thing,” she warned.  “And then it gets him killed, too.”
 
   “If there ever was a time for silence,” Cyriana said, “this is it.”
 
   Maylene stooped and grasped the girl’s forearm, hauling her onto uncertain feet.
 
   Cyriana leaned close enough to whisper in her prisoner’s ear.  “I’m removing my hand from your mouth.  If you scream I’ll make certain this knife slips and opens your throat.  The choice is yours.”
 
   She withdrew her palm and his rigid body remained frozen in blessed silence.  “Clever lad.  Time to walk with me.”
 
   Cyriana guided him at knife’s edge while Maylene shoved the girl in their wake.  Detainees were dumped in an unceremonious fashion onto granite and Cyriana faced the others.  “Gentlemen, please fetch some rope and rags.”
 
   Baskaran uncovered the lantern while Desin and Thorkell found spools of woven hemp.  Neither actor resisted while hands and legs were bound with their backs touching.  A flickering flame reflected against perspiration drenching their flushed faces.  Thorkell concluded a final knot and stepped away.
 
   Cyriana strode closer and crouched beside the terrified couple.  “Because you love birds blundered down here for a sweaty tumble, I find myself in a dilemma.  I’d imagine you can make an educated guess what that is.”
 
   “There’s nothing worth stealing,” pleaded the male.  “We only have costumes.  I swear none of the jewelry is real.  And our money isn’t even kept here.”
 
   “I’m well aware of your inventory.  We haven’t come to loot your silver.”
 
   “Are you going to hurt us?” the girl asked.
 
   “We don’t intend to harm anyone tonight.”  Cyriana eyed blood trickling down her forehead and wetting trimmed eyebrows.  “More than we already have.”  She glanced at Maylene and snapped her fingers.  “Get a damned cloth for the kid and clean her face.  The rest of you package what we came for.”
 
   Maylene yanked a handkerchief from Thorkell’s pocket before he could object and gingerly dabbed dark liquid.  Faint rattles sounded while the men trundled armor off racks.  Hanging costumes obscured their objective from the bound prisoners, who seemed more concerned with Cyriana and the dagger she gripped.
 
   “As I was saying, I’m smack in a predicament with you two.  We didn’t intend to be seen, but now that we have I need to decide on the best course.  Killing you would certainly hinder the chances you’ll reveal details, but there are troublesome moral implications.  Believe me when I tell you that isn’t ideal.  Instead, I’m going show a kindness and let you live.  In return I expect full cooperation.  Deviate from my instructions and the promised kindness goes away.  Do you think that’s a fair deal?”
 
   “Yes,” squeaked the girl.  “We’ll do what you want.”
 
   “That’s the response I desired.  We’re going to finish collecting what we came for and then gag your mouths to prevent undue shouting.  After that we’re leaving and you two will stay right here through the night.  Sleep or stay awake, I don’t give a damn.  But keep your mouths shut.  If you choose to scream and wake your fellow actors then you force me into an awkward dilemma.  I find myself angry whenever someone forces me to do anything.  All I need from you is one night spent in silence.  Can you muster the patience for that?”
 
   Each thespian nodded without delay, their widened eyes staring at Cyriana.
 
   “A good answer for your own sake.  If our careful plan is foiled because you couldn’t stew for a few hours we will make it a priority to hunt you down.  Think about whatever mummer god you pray to, because I swear to that immortal you’ll die if you spoil our scheme.  On the other hand, once we leave you’ll never see us again.  Provided you both stay mute.  Come morning one of your acting chums will find and untie you.  It’s not such a bad way to spend the night, if it means you get to live.  We could even truss you up facing one another so your junk is touching.”  She helpfully lifted her hands and entwined the fingers.  “You might still get some joy from tonight.  No?  Sorry, did all this talk about murder sour the mood?”
 
   Cyriana patted the man on his thigh and stood upright.  “Time for gagging.”
 
   Maylene handed her fabric and Cyriana looped it around the man’s mouth.  Softened mewling drifted from the female while Maylene did likewise.  Thorkell soon appeared carrying a misshapen sack and nodded to signal their task was finished.
 
   Motioning for her comrades to leave, Cyriana fetched the lovers’ chamberstick and positioned it on the floor near the tethered couple.  “I suspect you’d prefer to spend your time with some candlelight rather than in blackness.  Let this generosity offer one final motivation for staying quiet.”
 
   She departed alongside the others and ascended wooden steps.  Once outside, Maylene closed the entryway without noise and they retraced steps down a cobble pathway.
 
   “You’ve a frightening air about you,” Baskaran uttered.  “Would you have gone through with your threat?”
 
   “Nah, I was bluffing.  Nothing but scare tactics.  I’ve killed precious few in my day, and no one deserves to die because they were in the mood for a rough screw.  Believe me, I don’t derive any pleasure from ending lives.  I’d wager you’ve taken more lives at the behest of offended highbrows.”
 
   Cyriana halted beneath the wall and faced her fellow conspirators.  “Goes without saying, but our agenda’s been moved up.  We’re springing Eloran tonight.”
 
   “Don’t see much of a choice,” said Maylene.
 
   Thorkell cast a glance at the Asdori woman.  “Someone might consider apologizing for questioning my choice to rehearse the Draugan role earlier today.”
 
   “Not going to happen.”
 
   “Typical,” Thorkell murmured.  “Though there is a heretofore unanticipated benefit to all this.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “By awakening him now rather than soon after sunset, our torturing noble will be less cognizant.  I’m more likely to convince him what he sees is the real thing.”
 
   “At least that’s a somewhat reassuring trade off, I suppose,” Cyriana said.
 
   Thorkell faced Desin and cocked a brow.  “Do you know Hangman Round?”
 
   “The courtyard behind Milinor’s Roost?  Yeah.”
 
   “Guide the others to it.  It isn’t far from Lord Talivin’s estate.  I’ll meet you there once I’ve finished my makeup.”
 
   “Let’s get all this crap over the wall and split up,” instructed Cyriana.  “Since none of us can con our way past a trusting barmaid, we’ll keep the armor in our sacks and dress later.  Thorkell, don’t keep us waiting.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana fastened the sword belt to her waist and donned a helm sprouting black and white plumes.  “Damn, I feel untouchable.  No wonder all legionaries have a strut in their step.”
 
   “Am I the only one who thinks it’ll be enjoyable as hell to stroll the avenues like this?” inquired Maylene.
 
   Baskaran unsheathed his gladius and grinned like a fool.  “No, you aren’t.”
 
   Cyriana heard faint rustling and spied Thorkell wandering across the vacated courtyard.  She whispered his name and he jogged nearer through lamplight spilling into the connecting passage.  Had he consciously masked his telltale walk, Cyriana might not have even recognized the man.
 
   Scarring crisscrossed a face with darkened complexion as though he spent too many days beneath the blistering southern sun.  Habitually fastidious hair spilled in tangles and looked to have a strained relationship with combs.  A strange thought, since Thorkell confessed to carrying one in his pocket at all times for grooming emergencies.  Unabashed as ever, he stripped to his loincloth, gave a suggestive wink to Maylene and wiggled into a pristine white tunic and dark trousers.
 
   Baskaran and Desin helped put his armor on while Maylene fetched the final cloak.  Thorkell tightened vambraces on both forearms and draped crimson fabric over his shoulders.  Once he finished lacing leather boots beneath iron greaves, Maylene smacked the officer’s helmet against his chest.
 
   “Change of plans,” said Cyriana.  “Desin, find a comfy spot and perch here with our clothes.”
 
   “I can’t get drunk tonight?”
 
   “You weren’t going to anyways, remember?  But feel free to use Thorkell’s effects for an arse pillow.  Now then, time to leave this little nook.  Company march.”
 
   Thorkell wore an irate scowl with practiced grace and halted a hairsbreadth from her face.  “You presume to give orders here, soldier?”
 
   “Crap, the moment’s ruined.  Our false-facer is in character.”
 
   “You’re addressing First Archos Telinvar Malren.”
 
   “Couldn’t have made yourself only an archos, huh?” Cyriana questioned.  “You had to command an entire cohort.”
 
   Thorkell waggled a finger at the scarlet and black plumes adorning his helm.  “A single red feather means archos; red and black together means first archos.  Since this is what I’m wearing, I have no choice in the rank.  A fortunate thing at least somebody here is clever enough to know the difference.”
 
   “Ah, so for the first time this isn’t you being cocky?”
 
   Thorkell vanished once more, replaced by an aggravating officer speaking in a harsh accent native to the Empire’s western provinces.  “One more word out of your foul mouth that isn’t, ‘Yes, sir’ and I’ll have you digging latrine trenches until the day snow falls in Asdor.”
 
   “Don’t legionaries here shit in cushy barracks?” inquired Maylene.  “And snow falls practically year round in the Halinsa Mountains.”
 
   “Silence!”
 
   “Fine.”  Cyriana lifted a hand and beckoned to the roadway.  “Lead on, oh wise First Archos.”
 
   “The legions beat sarcasm from uppity recruits like you.  I’ll devise an apt punishment once we’re through with Lord Talivin.  I promise you that.”
 
   “And I’ll make you pay for your own seafood.”
 
   Thorkell glowered and snapped his cloak, treading at a brisk pace toward empty roadways.  Cyriana felt flickering disappointment no wandering locals crossed their path.  Decked out as legionaries and feeling sacrosanct, yet the façade wavered with no one to cower at the sight.  Her first taste wielding feared authority, albeit entirely imaginary, and not a soul to oppress.  After kidnapping and gagging two unlucky actors to acquire armor, the notion saddened Cyriana.
 
   She held pace alongside Maylene with Thorkell in the lead, his billowing cloak brushing against her thighs amid long strides.  As promised, the distance separating Hangman Round from the sadistic aristocrat was slight.  A grand estate awaited within walled grounds illuminated by ample lamplight.  No thief could slink through the darkness here, for there was none to be found.
 
   Two guards adorned in quilted tabards and chain mail stood watch outside a gate plated with gold.  Dull light glimmered atop iron pikes held in gauntleted hands, their garments emblazoned with three acorns in a diagonal row.  The underwhelming crest for House Talivin, Cyriana presumed.
 
   Thorkell strode over smoothed flagstones without slowing.  One bored man leaning against his pike jerked straighter and smacked an elbow into his companion.  Cyriana relished the uncertainty and meek expressions on the house guards as their eyes focused on approaching legionaries.  She reconsidered her earlier regrets; this might indeed prove entertaining.  Both men recovered and puffed their chests with reasonable swiftness, desperate to seem tough opposite Draugan troops.
 
   Unwilling to wait for hired lackeys to offer greeting, the contemptuous Thorkell spoke first.  “I require a word with Lord Maynard Talivin.”
 
   “His lordship is in bed asleep,” answered one man.
 
   “I know damned well where he is at this hour.  Go wake him.”
 
   The other guard scratched his throat through a dark beard.  “Lord Talivin will be displeased if he’s bothered.”
 
   “Ponder carefully before answering my question.  Am I a solicitor begging for patronage or a representative of your shithole country’s ruling government?”
 
   “A representative—”
 
   “You’re damn straight I am.”  Thorkell leaned close until Cyriana wagered his breath washed over the recalcitrant guard’s face.  “Now prance into his abode and bring him to me.  Or I’ll convey my displeasure to Justiciar Falani, who happens to be a personal friend to Praefectus Sithel, that Lord Talivin is obstructing an Imperial investigation and harboring suspect allegiances.”
 
   “No!” he choked, reeling as though struck.  “That is, what I mean to say is his lordship is happy to cooperate in any way he can.  Ain’t a man in Ercora more staunch supporting the Empire.  A loyal servant, is Lord Talivin.”
 
   “Aye, loyal,” echoed the other.  “Justiciar Falani knows it, she does.”
 
   “If I find that to be the case,” mused Thorkell, “I could likewise pass along compliments regarding your lord’s accommodating behavior.”
 
   The beardless sentinel whacked his compatriot and jabbed a thumb toward the estate.  “You heard the First Archos.  Go and wake his lordship so he can show how cooperative he is.”
 
   “You’d best pray your master is sufficiently swift,” Thorkell warned, watching the man depart.  “Being made to wait puts me in a sour mood.”
 
   Cyriana cleared her throat to silence a budding chortle in response to the false-facer’s thoroughly unnecessary threat.  Thorkell appeared to be enjoying his role to its fullest, amused at his constant efforts to make lowly guards squirm.  Slick beads budded on the solitary sentry’s face as time crept past in silence and Thorkell refused to withdraw his stare.
 
   Finally a figure emerged from the manor wearing simple clothing and trailed by the chastised house guard.  Shoulders hunched and eyes downcast, he seemed unable to muster a shred of dignity.  Talivin by contrast wore an irritated frown with such practiced ease Cyriana wondered if it was perhaps his regular expression.
 
   The haughty patrician eyed feathers decorating Thorkell’s helm and some ire melted from his face, though an imperious sneer remained.  Cyriana permitted herself a moment to fantasize wiping it off his face with a harsh backhand.
 
   “Let no one say I’m an unfaithful subject,” Talivin declared.  “But what reason could you conjure that justifies waking me?”
 
   “I have come here to collect something from you,” responded Thorkell.
 
   “Oh?  Pray tell, what might I possibly have in my possession that warrants parading onto my grounds in the dead of night?  Can this not wait until a reasonable hour?”
 
   “Eloran Restul from Mellenere.”
 
   To his credit Talivin did not betray the slightest hint of surprise or guilt.  “That cretin my disrespectful nephew hired to forge papers excluding me from inheriting?  I never saw the bastard before he fled from Ercora and I haven’t an inkling why you’ve come here tonight.”
 
   “The Draugan justiciar is aware you’re holding him beneath your estate in blatant contravention of Imperial law.  Though a wanted criminal, he is a Mellenerian citizen and therefore a subject of the Empire.  He is entitled to a verdict decided in a court of law, not a farcical one decreed by an affronted noble.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought our esteemed judicial administrator gave such credence to malicious rumors.  I can think of no trustworthy reason to believe I have a criminal chained on my property.”
 
   “I’ve been given the authority to offer you amnesty from prosecution, Lord Talivin.  Though you’ve illegally detained a Draugan subject, no charges will be laid if you turn Eloran Restul over to me.”
 
   “I’m afraid I must continue to insist upon my innocence.  You’ll find no fugitive here.”
 
   “This can proceed one of two ways.  We can maintain a decorum of civility while you assist us however we require, or you can continue to treat me as though I were an idiot and respond to requests with outright lies.  The first scenario ends my unpleasant task in short order and prevents word of this sordid affair from spreading.  Each of us can return home happy.  The second invites further unpleasantness for me and unwanted humiliation for you.  Which will you choose?”
 
   “Though I am ever eager to assist an Imperial officer in whatever capacity available to me, I’m afraid I can provide no help tonight.  At least not regarding this contrived matter.”
 
   “Further unpleasantness it is,” Thorkell remarked.  “I went beyond reasonable courtesy in an effort to spare you public embarrassment.  Evidently the gesture is lost on you.  Therefore I’ll return tomorrow after sunrise with two full contingents to undertake an intrusive and exhaustive search of your estate.  It will not be swift and it most certainly won’t remain private.  Beginning immediately, I shall also station these legionaries here, in order to be certain you don’t feel the temptation to quietly remove the fugitive before my return.  I can only imagine what unsavory rumors your peers might conjure, though evidently the thought doesn’t bother you in the least.  During this time your grounds will also be subjected to a rigorous examination for all other potential illegalities, according to the law.  But since you insist we follow proper procedure, my hands are tied.”
 
   Talivin maintained a stoic visage and seemed willing to call Thorkell’s bluff in allowing his threat to play out.  Cyriana felt a hollow knot form in her stomach during the silence, praying to any god willing to heed the words of a crook.  If they were wrong about the rumors circulating in recent weeks this entire episode was for naught.  She had never given credence to gossip spread by the nobility and thought it unfair the one time she did it might be wasted effort.  Despite the convincing deception, even Thorkell knew they could not risk an incident by parading onto a nobleman’s property uninvited.
 
   “Wait,” Talivin uttered.  He tightened his jaw and gnashed pearly teeth together.  “I have your assurances of a full pardon?”
 
   “By the emperor and empress, you have it.  I’m in the habit of conducting honest negotiations in their name.”
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   Talivin pivoted on his heels and conducted the fake legionaries between koi ponds and groomed shrubbery.  Cyriana followed through a carved entry and along narrow hallways to one unadorned door where an armored woman stood.  Talivin beckoned for her to collect a pulsing torch, unbar the entrance and enter first.  Stone stairs reeking of mildew and peppered with spongy growths led into dank, expansive chambers below.  Few details beyond rutted walls were discernible in the gloom.
 
   It may have been a trick of the eerie light, but Cyriana thought Talivin’s face had reddened and was dotted in moisture.  “My grandfather ordered the construction of these underground chambers.  I find them distasteful, but did not wish to incur the exorbitant cost of demolishing or converting this level into something more practical.”
 
   “Are we conducting a scenic tour?” inquired Thorkell.
 
   “I have no desire for you to labor under the misconception that these unfortunate rooms are frequently occupied on my orders.  Your Mellenerian criminal is the first to be interred for several decades.  Should you doubt my words, by all means conduct a search while you’re here.  I’ve nothing else to hide.”
 
   The guiding woman ignited torches bracketed against one wall and halted outside black bars flecked in rust.  She placed hers in a vacant slot, unhitched keys from a rawhide belt and opened the clanking gate.  A shivering figure huddled in one corner atop stone flooring with gaunt legs pulled to his chest.
 
   Spindly gray hair sodden in sweat clung to a flushed pate mottled with freckles, while dappled wrought iron chains coiled beneath bare wrists and ankles.  Cloth bands wound over otherwise bare feet, his sole concession to dignity beyond a frayed tunic.  Dark smudges dirtied the fabric looped around his ankles.
 
   Starved, tortured and barely clinging to his fragile sanity, Cyriana feared Eloran might give the game away by addressing his rescuers by name.  Even a faint slip could ruin the ploy cultivated with such care.  How fortunate for her enough cunning remained in his mind that Eloran merely glanced in their direction and harrumphed.  Even Thorkell might begrudgingly admit the old forger played his prisoner role well.
 
   “Am I to be freed?”
 
   “Only from your present confines,” rebuked Thorkell.  “Eloran Restul, you stand accused of willfully composing illicit forgeries and conspiring to deny a citizen’s lawful inheritance.  How do you choose to plead?”
 
   “Innocent.”
 
   “I didn’t expect otherwise.  Though I don’t blame Lord Talivin for his desire to hold you in such a condition, I cannot in good conscience condone it.  You are a Draugan subject and entitled to a trial.  Until one can be arranged, you’ll be housed within the Justiciary Gaol.  I can’t promise conditions will be better, but you’ll be given a more generous diet.”
 
   “I can hardly wait.”
 
   Thorkell whirled and snapped impatient fingers at Talivin’s lone flunky.  “Remove his fetters.  We brought our own for the purpose.”
 
   She hunched on one knee and shackles clanked open, tumbling from Eloran’s swollen wrists and ankles.  His moment of reprieve ended as Maylene and Baskaran heaved him upright and clamped iron bonds on torn skin.
 
   “Please, I haven’t the strength in my limbs to walk unassisted,” he pleaded.  “I’m an Imperial citizen and deserving of fair treatment.”
 
   Disdain flitted across Thorkell’s face.  “An Imperial citizen charged with heinous crimes earns no mercies.  The prisoner shall either walk or be dragged by his chains.  Perhaps I might also choose to have him remain here to rot and be forgotten if his tongue does not cease its waggling.”
 
   Cyriana’s commendable intuition surmised Thorkell continued to bear an old grudge not easily satisfied.  Perhaps for the Almoravid job that soured and nearly saw them all killed.  Eloran would not soon forgive this ill treatment though, and thus the cycle continued.
 
   Talivin sidled closer to Thorkell and lowered his voice to the barest whisper.  “I have your word this incident will not be known within the city?”
 
   “No soul will speak of it.  The fugitive was apprehended beyond the city limits by patrolling legionaries and no one else.”  Thorkell walked several paces before turning to face Talivin one final time.  “Though a parting warning, if I may.  Do not presume to defy the emperor and empress again by flouting their laws.  Should you wish to level allegations against a citizen, bring them to us.  Leniency will not be forthcoming if you choose this path again, Lord Talivin.”
 
   Unwilling to tolerate a retort, Thorkell pivoted and strode from the dungeon.  Cyriana winced while Eloran struggled to hobble alongside his escorts.  A pain in the arse he might be, but she still yearned to slide an arm around the man and lessen his discomfort.  No one pursued or spoke to them during their exit and all house guards granted a wide berth to the Empire’s troops.  Cyriana breathed easier once they reached encircling boulevards and disappeared into the night.
 
   “Those lovey-dovey thespians will be found not long after sunrise,” she asserted, tugging at her suffocating armor.  “And I’d wager dear Talivin will quietly make inquiries about the Draugans who raided his estate overnight.”
 
   “Count on it,” murmured Thorkell.
 
   “I’ll give him a day or two at the most to learn no legionary visited his abode.  And an hour after that to put a contract on all our heads.  Hurry back to our stash so we can ditch this armor.  We have until morning to get the hell out of this city.”
 
   *
 
   Thorkell helped lower Eloran into a seated position on Cyriana’s mattress once they had returned to the Royal Exchange inn.  “There you are.  Wouldn’t have forced you to stagger after us if I’d known about your foot.  Funny how this is the first time in your life you chose not to grouse and voice your thoughts.”
 
   Eloran lunged upright on one wobbling leg, punched the other man’s jaw and howled in pain, rubbing flesh on reddened hands.  “The prisoner shall walk?” Eloran demanded.  He winced, massaging his limp fingers and scowling.  “Still smarting over Almoravid, you northern bastard?”
 
   Thorkell directed a finger at the forger’s clutched hands.  “Serves you right for clobbering me, though I’m not certain why you’re feeling distress.  Bugs routinely fly into my face with more oomph.”
 
   Eloran growled and made to strike him again, though lost his balance and toppled into Baskaran’s outstretched hands.  He sought to disentangle himself but the squirming served only to mimic a panicky fish with far less gusto.  “Who the hell is this Eurote coddling me like some newborn babe?  Take your hands off me.”
 
   “Seems imprisonment did nothing to curb your surly tendencies,” muttered Thorkell.  “I might’ve guessed the experience would see fit to stifle your tongue.  Can’t we hire some middling scribe who isn’t sullen to perform his role instead?  Preferably one who is also a mute.  One ink stain’s as good as the next, isn’t it?”
 
   Eloran shooed Baskaran’s hands away and sputtered with indignation.  “A scribe?” he choked.  “A scribe?”
 
   “For crying out loud,” Cyriana said, touching a palm to her aching forehead.  “He’s baiting you, Eloran.  Quit being such a grouch.”
 
   “You think gluing a moustache to your chin is difficult, northman?” Eloran demanded, ignoring her warning.  “Try replicating a person’s penmanship without the subtlest flaw.  Can you even write?”
 
   “Enough,” she berated.  “Eloran, you owe blissful freedom to his insane plot.  Learn to appreciate his less charming traits for the sake of his redeeming ones.  And Thorkell, stop tormenting him like some fussy child in need of a good wallop.  You know damned well I hate children, and if you continue behaving like one I promise our time together will be unpleasant.  Whatever issues you two are nursing come to an end here.  We all have a job to do, and I for one hate that you’ve forced me to be the mature adult.  I don’t care for its taste.  I’ll relinquish the unseemly role the moment someone else shows a smidgen of sensibility so I can return to being myself.”
 
   “Forgive me for asking, but we all have a job to do?” questioned Eloran.  “I speculated what prompted your risky effort at freeing me.  Evidently not a longing for my company.  Magnanimity played no role here, eh?  You’ve a robbery in mind and desired my renowned and unsurpassed faculties.  One can hardly blame you, though I wonder whether I’d continue to simmer beneath Talivin’s estate were it otherwise.”
 
   “We likely would’ve left you rotting as punishment for being clumsy enough to be nabbed.  You’re here because you have a rare skill I mean to use for my own benefit.  Since you get freedom from the deal, you’ve no right to hold grudges.”
 
   “I suppose not.  Thus, I’m at your disposal.  Where might we be headed?”
 
   “Elsewhere, and that’s all you’re getting from me until we arrive.”
 
   “How unfair to put such little faith in me—”
 
   Cyriana lifted a forefinger to muzzle him.  “Freedom.”
 
   “Ah, I can’t wait for you to lord that feat over me for the remainder of my days.”
 
   “Then take comfort knowing death’s only a few years distant,” quipped Thorkell.
 
   “Eloran’s going to whack you again if you keep this up,” Cyriana said.  “Not hard, granted.  But remember that I’ll be the one to do it next if you try my patience, too.”  She flung fresh bandaging that fluttered over Thorkell’s face and drooped from his shoulders.
 
   “What am I to do with this?”
 
   “Wrap Eloran’s wounded foot, you twerp.  After you remove the crusted bindings he’s wearing now.”
 
   Thorkell stared at her aghast and opened his mouth to protest until Cyriana hushed him into silence.  “You might be the architect of his freedom, but you also forced him to walk when any halfwit should’ve noticed the blood stains.  Penitence is never enjoyable.  I’d wager that’s the whole point.”
 
   Eloran settled onto the bed once more, lifted his foot and wiggled toes protruding from snug cloth.  “I await your tender care.”
 
   “I’m going to shave that scraggly gray mop you call hair while you’re sleeping,” Thorkell promised, crouching on one knee with pale linen trailing from a hand.
 
   “So long as it’s after you’ve tended to him,” added Cyriana.
 
   “Why did Talivin mangle your foot, Eloran?” Thorkell asked.  “I’d have started by crippling your precious hands.  Not that I’ve ever given thought to the subject.  This is all figurative, of course.”
 
   “He wanted to draw out my suffering.  Even bragged about it to me one day.  A forger without hands has nothing worth living for.  But if he left my fingers untouched I continued to have a fleeting hope.  He wanted to let that linger before crushing it.”
 
   “Makes him more the fool, to my mind,” Cyriana said.  “You’d have been no use to us without deft fingers.  But his heartless desire means you suffered no permanent damage.”
 
   A groaning entryway heralded Maylene’s return to the inn.  She closed the door and moseyed closer, eyeing Cyriana’s pallet with a raised brow.  “Thorkell’s finally showing his affections, I see.  And even with a crowd in attendance.”
 
   “I hate you,” replied the false-facer.
 
   “Here,” she declared, placing a small earthenware vessel on the mattress.  “A crotchety herbalist swore this would stop rot from spreading.  He was not pleased I picked his lock and awoke him.  Silver made him more amenable to my demands.”
 
   Cyriana directed a finger at lacerations running along Eloran’s skin.  “Get in there and smear that foul paste, Thorkell.  This isn’t the time to be coy.”
 
   “I hate you all.”
 
   She folded both arms and returned her stare to Maylene.  “And did you book passage out of the city?”
 
   “Boat’s ready for departure.  The captain was none too pleased I had the audacity to fiddle with his routine, but more silver changed his way of thinking.  Seems to be my only response these days.  We’ll board shortly and leave at first light.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “Oh, almost forgot this.”  Maylene lifted a cane and tossed it to Eloran.  “Figured it’ll make the limp less frustrating.”
 
   Eloran traced one finger over smooth wood and looked at her with genuine surprise.  “Thank you, Maylene.  I hadn’t expected this gesture.”
 
   “No thanks necessary.”
 
   “I insist.  You’ve done me a kindness, the first from this grumpy flock.”
 
   “Some fool left a window open with it leaning against the sill.  I reached in and snagged the thing for you, but only because it happened to be on my way to the herbalist.”
 
   “I should’ve known,” Eloran proclaimed, though thin lips tugged gently upward.  “Altruistic as ever.”
 
   Thorkell cocked his head to one side and studied elegantly carved wood, his fingers sopping with poultice.  “The cane gives you an air of distinguished bearing, for once in your life.”
 
   “Whenever you happen to come within my reach I’m going to smack you upside the head with this shiny walking stick.  I pray you succumb to forgetfulness and do so often.”
 
   “How many times do you reckon it’ll be before you break a hip?  Ah, there’s a question worth pondering.”
 
   Dismissing Thorkell with a flippant wave, Eloran faced Cyriana.  “Provided Soroth isn’t our final destination, may I suggest we plan to travel there?”
 
   “That squalid pit?” questioned Maylene.  “I can’t fathom anything necessitating a trip into that city.”
 
   “Normally I would agree wholeheartedly with you.  But I know an acquaintance residing there, one I’ve used in the past owing to her peculiar talents.”
 
   “Oh, and what might those be?” Cyriana asked.
 
   “Girl has a flawless memory.  I don’t know how it’s possible, but she doesn’t ever forget a sight she glimpses or a word spoken to her.  The degree to which she remembers is uncanny.  In all my travels I’ve never come across one quite like her.  She’s a unique commodity and valuable addition.”
 
   “Do we need someone like her?” inquired Thorkell.  “And before anyone throws accusations around, that’s a serious question.”
 
   “She comes in handy in ways you can scarcely imagine.  Set her to work on something and she won’t forget a single detail, no matter how seemingly trivial.”  Eloran glanced toward Cyriana and revealed a faint smirk.  “From the look on your face, I’d wager you’ve begun conspiring ways to use her.”
 
   “I have.  Fine, she can join our merry band.  But we aren’t casting a wide net, because I haven’t the patience for yet another troublesome recruitment.  If the lass isn’t home when you come knocking, we’re hopping on the next ship leaving harbor.”
 
   “Can we skip the place entirely?” murmured Maylene.  “I hate Soroth.  It’d be an ill omen, and just plain shitty, if we were robbed on the way to our own heist.”
 
   “That’s why I mean to be quick.”  Cyriana gathered old bandages soiled in dried blood and dumped them in a dirty pouch.  She needed to ensure no signs of their residency here could be traced to Lord Talivin’s estate, however unlikely.  “Once Thorkell is finished dressing Eloran’s foot we’re leaving.  Nothing stays behind.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Shove a dagger in a wastrel’s stained hand and watch as he thinks himself mighty.
 
   Arthis Coldbirth, Martial Prowess:
 
   Soldiering Without Reprieve
 
   103 Black Ruin, Year of the Penned Tome
 
    
 
   5 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Cyriana sneered at an irritating rhythm from Eloran’s cane tapping against unwashed floorboards in the tenement.  The brass-crowned stick produced a cadence every bit as loud on wood as it did on cobblestones outside.  She nurtured the thought of snapping it over her knee, but soon decided against the cruel gesture.
 
   “Leave the conversing to me whenever possible,” he remarked.  “She can be a shy girl, and you aren’t the welcoming sort with your scowly face.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.  I’m the model of comfort.  But if you insist I stay tight-lipped, who am I to argue?”
 
   “One further addendum.  You’re likely to believe she’s a teenager when you glimpse her.  But Zalla’s older and more experienced than you might think based on her appearance.”
 
   “If she possesses the talents you claim I won’t make any kiddie quips.  Satisfied?”
 
   “I suppose I’ll have to be.”  Eloran lifted a hand upon reaching one unassuming door and smacked its surface.  “Lass?” he hollered.  “Zalla, are you in there?”
 
   “Doesn’t seem as though anyone is home,” Cyriana mumbled.  “What a joy this excursion has been.”
 
   “Have patience.  She’ll be here.”
 
   “When?  Might not saunter to her abode for another day.  Do you feel like camping in some squalid tenement hallway counting blood and puke stains in the meantime?”
 
   “Can’t say that I do.”
 
   “Neither do I as it happens.  Fortunate you found me in an unusually charitable mood.  I’m willing to wait a little while for your girl to show her face.  Otherwise we hightail it out of this wretched coastal city.  Fact is, we don’t need her.  I have only your word to go on that she’s a boon to our company.”
 
   “I would’ve thought my word carries more weight in your mind.”
 
   “You also vouched for Hasrin,” Cyriana retorted.  “Remember how that turned out?”
 
   “Hasrin was a shifty crook and I told you so at the beginning.”
 
   “We all are.  But I didn’t expect him to steal from fellow crooks.  Aren’t we supposed to have a code or some such?”
 
   “First I’m hearing of it.  Cleverer brigands steal from the dumber ones with an unfortunate consistency.  Be proud you fall into the former category on most days.”  Eloran pounded a fist on the scratched wood once again.  “Are you lounging about, Zalla?  Open the door for an old friend.”
 
   “Shush,” Cyriana remarked, touching a forefinger to her lips.  “Stop your damned thumping.  Thought I heard a creak.”
 
   “This whole place creaks.  It was probably you shifting your own feet.”
 
   “Trust those of us who still have their hearing.  The sound came from beyond this door.  I think she’s home.  Is she an untrusting sort?”
 
   “No more than most folk, if I recall.”  He leaned closer to the door and rapped it with a knuckle.  “Zalla?  If you’re in there be a dear and unlock the door.  I regret to inform you it’s most unpleasant out here.”
 
   Stained wood parted from its frame and a petite girl peered through the gap holding a dulled kitchen knife in one clenched fist.  “Eloran?”
 
   “Aye, it’s me.”
 
   Cyriana eyed the blade grasped between whitened fingers.  “Can’t say I’d answer the door any different if I lived here.”
 
   “This is an associate of mine, Cyriana,” announced Eloran.  “May we come in?”
 
   Zalla nodded and stepped away from the door, ushering the pair into her abode.  She hurried to bar the entry and Cyriana heard rustling metal until Zalla turned.  Tangled brown hair hung limp to either side of a face streaked with grime and dripping sweat.  Dark stains marred undyed clothing beneath her armpits and ripped trousers revealed a torn knee.  Shifting sapphire irises were wreathed by jagged bloodshot lines.
 
   “Merciful gods,” Eloran said.  “You look dreadful.”
 
   Cyriana cuffed the back of his head with a palm.  “Cantankerous oaf.  How long were you in that frigging dungeon?  Never speak those words to a woman.  Please forgive the boar’s shameful manners, Zalla.”
 
   He rubbed his skin through graying hair and glowered.  “My apologies.  What has you anxious?”
 
   She paced the tiny room while running one hand over her moist forehead.  “I think I’m in trouble.  I didn’t mean to cause all this.  I only did what he asked me to do.”
 
   The poor girl seemed distraught and in need of comfort Cyriana was ill equipped to give.  Zalla should count her blessings Maylene’s renowned sympathy was not here to witness the sight though.  Cyriana bid farewell to sarcasm and steadied her voice into something resembling passable empathy.  “It’s okay.  You can put down the knife, if you’d like.  And tell us what happened.”
 
   Zalla offered a shaky nod and placed her blade atop a table perched on rickety legs.  Brushing damp hair from her eyes, she fidgeted and inhaled a breath.  “I was hired yesterday to authenticate antique pottery during a sale earlier this morning.  Only I didn’t know the seller hoped to pawn a fake.  I told my employer it was a beautiful piece dating to the Malvinder Imperium, but the seller had claimed it came from the Drandian culture.  Artistry from the two societies is similar, but the Drandians used a slightly different glazing technique on finished pottery that’s noticeable in sunlight.  Most people don’t know the difference though, and some like to pass off one as the other to inflate or devalue the price.”
 
   “Don’t mean to be rude, but could we maybe hurry this tale along without explaining the preferences of ancient artisans?”
 
   “Sorry, rattled nerves make me chatty.  I thought I was invited to confirm it was Malvindreni and ended up ruining the sale instead.  The Drandians died out four centuries before the Imperium was formed and their artifacts are far more valuable to collectors.  Their borders were also smaller than the Imperium’s, so Drandian pieces are rarer, too.  The buyer thanked me and wanted nothing to do with the fake relic, but the seller vowed revenge.  He promised to hurt me, and I didn’t know what to do.  I don’t have any friends here, or enough money to take me elsewhere.”
 
   “Fortuitous we arrived when we did,” Eloran asserted.  “My friend is assembling a team of likeminded individuals for a job.  We have hopes you might join our group.”
 
   “Before you decide,” said Cyriana, “you should know what we’re doing isn’t legal in the strictest sense.”
 
   “I don’t even massage the truth that much when I forge documents.  My dear Zalla, what we’re doing is illegal in every sense.  I know how you tend to feel regarding suspect tasks, but I promise ours is not an offer you should dismiss lightly, given this morning’s incident.  And we can take you away from here today.”
 
   “We’ve booked passage on a ship leaving Soroth this evening.  You can be on it,  carefree and safe with us.  I give you my word.”
 
   A glimmer touched Zalla’s weary eyes as she stared at Cyriana.  “You’d bring me with you?”
 
   “Eloran vouched for you.  Said you possessed talents I might want to use.  You remember everything you see or some such witchery?”
 
   “More like I can’t force myself to forget.  All the things I’ve ever seen are burned into my mind.  But I’m not sure how that can help you.”
 
   “Don’t go fretting on that,” replied Cyriana.  “I’ve already conjured a few uses for one with your peculiar skillset.  Leave the creative applications to me.”
 
   “I only need to remember things for you and in return you’ll protect me?”
 
   “More or less.  I’m not fussy, and you’d be amazed how few crooks can recall simple facts.”
 
   “Cyriana’s word can be trusted,” Eloran affirmed.  “You needn’t worry.”
 
   “I also intend to pay you a duke’s ransom, if you need more convincing than merely the whole keeping you alive thing.”
 
   The panicky lass nodded and wiped sweat from her nose.  “I’ll come with you.”
 
   “Happy to hear it.  You’ll be giddy as a clam in our care, and you won’t—”
 
   Harsh thumps resounded from beyond the entryway and Cyriana whipped her head around as dust tumbled from slender cracks.  “Typical,” she murmured.
 
   “Oh, gods,” Zalla whispered.  “They’re here for me.”
 
   “Get your arse down.  You too, old man.”
 
   Cracking wood shattered into whirling slivers and the door crashed ajar to reveal one squat man cradling a loaded crossbow.  An iron barb swiveled to face the frightened young woman.
 
   “Shit.”  Cyriana whacked her palms into Zalla and shoved the girl into an awkward tumble.  A harsh twang resounded and one stubby quarrel streaked past Cyriana’s face, imbedding into the far wall.  Shorn fletching rattled from the impact as she unsheathed two daggers and bounded upright over a chair.
 
   “Think you can reload before I skewer you, fucker?” she shouted.  Cyriana sprinted toward the man while he sought to scramble backward against a companion barring the doorway.  She averted a clumsy swipe with the crossbow and buried one knife into his clavicle amid spewing warmth.  He shrieked and snatched at her dagger as she bayonetted a spongy gut with the other.  “Should’ve brought a longbow.”
 
   Cyriana wrenched gory iron free and walloped her boot into his stomach, knocking the convulsing body into a tangle.  His comrade slewed in a swelling puddle, clutched sullied clothing and tossed the corpse aside.
 
   “One down,” she taunted, striding through the yawning entryway.  “Care to wager who’s next on my list?”
 
   He brandished an unclean smallsword and withdrew, smearing footprints in his wake.  Nervous eyes darted to his friend’s corpse decorating the hallway.
 
   “Don’t be shy.  Or are you surprised you need to contend with more than a lone unarmed girl?”  Cyriana twirled one dagger and sprayed red dribbles on the flooring.  “Don’t like it when we fight back, huh?  Too bad for you, because I’ll carve into you for this.”
 
   He showed considerable hesitation and even seemed eager to flee rather than challenge her.  Nothing more than a goon promised easy gold for slitting a girl’s throat.  Cyriana reckoned she might enjoy ending this coward’s life.  She tightened her fingers around leather grips and stood poised for a lunge, permitting herself a moment to fantasize lengthening his torment.
 
   Scarlet bubbles gurgled from his slack mouth and slicked iron tore through a buckskin jerkin.  Cyriana loosened her stance in surprise while the man’s smallsword clattered onto scuffed planks.  Moist eyes drooped downward in confusion at the sword bulging from his chest until he crumpled.  Baskaran nodded in calm greeting and produced a handkerchief to wipe his tarnished blade.
 
   “Well damn it,” Cyriana grumbled.  “I was eager to open him up.”
 
   “I didn’t want to take the chance.  His blade held a longer reach than your implements.  This is also what you hired me for, is it not?”
 
   “Fair enough.  All’s forgiven for filching my kill.  Didn’t even hear you coming.”
 
   “Duelists who aren’t light on their feet seldom grow old,” Baskaran answered.
 
   “A font of wisdom, to boot.  I’m more impressed with you by the day.  And glad you turned suspicious at the unusual sight of a thug marching in with a crossbow.”  Cyriana turned to glimpse Zalla approaching with unsteady steps.  “Making some neighborhood friends, are we?”
 
   She stumbled aghast from her home, touched a shaky palm to the doorframe and raised a hand to cover trembling lips.  “You…you killed them.”
 
   “I’ve a tendency to grow homicidal when strangers loose bolts at my face.”  Cyriana waved a blade swathed in crimson at the twitching corpses.  “You’re a lucky one.  These weren’t professional murderers.  Nothing but dimwitted brutes who thought killing a girl was a jolly way to spend their afternoon.  If your pissed off antiquities seller has a mind to see you bleeding, he’ll hire assassins next.  The ones you don’t see coming.”
 
   She shifted blue eyes and finally noticed Baskaran standing with a drawn sword.
 
   “No reason to be alarmed,” Cyriana affirmed.  “His name is Baskaran and he’s with Eloran and myself.  He helped save your life.”
 
   “All I did was tell the truth like I was hired to do.  I didn’t…I never thought…”
 
   Eloran touched a tender hand to her shoulder and squeezed.  Cyriana was unused to seeing an affectionate display from the petulant man, even such a simple gesture.  His act seemed to calm the unnerved girl.
 
   “It’s now or never, Zalla,” said Cyriana.  “Leave this place behind if you’re keen to stay among the living.”
 
   “You promise to keep me safe?”
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   Zalla scampered back into her home while Cyriana cleaned her knives on a dead man’s trousers.  She emerged carrying a threadbare rucksack slung over one shoulder and nodded.  “Okay.  I’m ready to leave.”
 
   “Then good riddance to this miserable city.”
 
   *
 
   11 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Cyriana brushed an errant red strand moistened by fleeting mist from her brow while the merchant caravel sliced through placid surfs.  Canvas fluttered atop groaning masts overhead and Cyriana leaned on a pitted gunwale, eyeing pastures and farmland home to scarce settlements dotting Arroyo’s outskirts.  Whitecaps plumed skyward against rocks weathered from eons standing sentinel along an unwelcoming coastline.
 
   Crunching on a buttered biscuit, Desin wandered alongside her and stared into sparkling waves.  “The water almost looks purple, don’t it?”
 
   “Certain stretches close to shore have a violet tinge under the morning and evening sun.  That’s why this sea was named the Amaranthine.”
 
   Desin glanced at her, one cheek puffed with chewed biscuit and his face consumed by a blank expression.
 
   “Amaranth means purple,” Cyriana elucidated.
 
   “Why not call it that?”
 
   “The Purple Sea?  Because that sounds idiotic.  Why can’t men learn more than one word for each color?  Ask me the origins of any clever geographic name and I’d wager there was a woman behind the term.  No man crafted the Frostbrine Sea, I’ll tell you that much.  He’d have called it the Icy Waters, the Sea That Often Has Snow Patches, or some other unimaginative moniker.  Now the Barren Region, way north in your home kingdom, that has a man’s stink all over it.  Like something out of a gods-awful faery storybook.  Go ahead, conjure a name and I’ll tell you what gender authored it.”
 
   Sitting cross-legged alongside a barrel and sharpening her knives, Maylene nodded.  “I’d reckon the woman speaks true.”
 
   “Uh, the Sand Sea?” asked Desin.
 
   “Predictably boring and literal,” Cyriana responded.  “A man.”
 
   Thorkell rested forearms on the railing and smirked.  “Cradle of Winter.”
 
   “Woman.  Too artistic to be otherwise.”
 
   “Have my brethren and me all figured out, huh?”
 
   “You aren’t a complicated lot, I’m afraid.  Much as you seem content to believe you are.”
 
   “Absurd though it is for me to admit,” Eloran said, “Iulia Vespasia Tullius led the ancient My’shi expedition that charted the northern limits of Encrin.  She named the Cradle of Winter, and the Frostbrine might be attributed to her as well.”
 
   Cyriana cast a self-satisfied grin at Thorkell and raised her brows, offering an invitation for him to challenge the point.
 
   “Whose side are you on, Eloran?” he demanded.
 
   “History, my boy.  As I ever will be.”
 
   “Hush your jabbering,” chided Maylene.  She sheathed a dagger, climbed to her feet and brushed dirt from leather trousers.  Crossing a slanted deck to the rail, she affixed her gaze on structures erected on the edge of Halfmoon Bay.  “There she is, lady and gentlemen.  Arroyo, so conceited and unprepared for our ilk.  Never has there been a city more ripe for plundering.”
 
   Clanging bells sounded atop a pristine marble belfry, imbuing the air with musical tones.  Rising above all other edifices was Starwatch Tower, its crown glowing in the morning sunlight with such intensity that it surely shamed all lighthouses.
 
   The ship captain bellowed commands and sailors scrambled aloft to the yardarms upon taut shrouds.  Arms sheathed in glistening sweat manipulated sails while others fiddled with hempen lines Cyriana was unable to identify.  The caravel glided across a tranquil sea toward wharves cluttered with masted ships and swarming longshoremen.
 
   She tugged Maylene apart from the others and slapped a small leather pouch into her bare hand.  “Escort our chums to a tavern for some much needed revelry.  Try not to let anyone get too drunk, and keep an eye on our poor seasick duelist.  Baskaran should be careful what he eats for the next day.  You can thank Zalla for watching over him.  Is it wrong the youngest member of our posse has the best grasp on nurturing the enfeebled?”
 
   “I wouldn’t dwell too much on it,” Maylene suggested.  “And where will you be during this?”
 
   “Once we drop anchor I’m off to chat with our benefactor’s whelp.  Meet me in the Widowed Moon two hours from now with our keen crew.  This evening we’ll begin conspiring a burglary.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana hoisted one hand and rattled bare skin against a door.  A pale splotch caught her eye and she noticed a speckle of dried blood adorning one knuckle.  Perhaps her washing regimen since leaving Soroth required some revision.  Or soap.
 
   The entry opened to reveal unwelcoming features obscured by thickening stubble.
 
   Cyriana winked in greeting.  “Yarn.  Nice to see you again.”
 
   “Ever charming,” he quipped.  “Do come in.  Should I be alarmed you discovered my room without difficulty?”
 
   “I don’t see any reason to.  Grumpy Shiylan is evidently not a common description, as I learned downstairs talking with the proprietor.  There was only one candidate he could direct me toward.”  Entering the austere chamber, she eyed a barren table and frowned.  “No wine to offer your thirsty guest?”
 
   “I finished my last bottle yesterday evening.  Truthfully I didn’t expect you to arrive for a few more days yet.”
 
   “We stumbled on some good fortune and generous winds.  Plus as a nice bonus, no one’s tried to kill any of us for almost one whole week.  I could hardly believe it myself.”  She ambled toward the lone table and drummed her fingertips against tarnished wood.  “You have what I requested?”
 
   “Through no small difficulty, I’ve acquired it.”  Rope retrieved rolled parchment tucked beneath a dresser and swatted Cyriana’s hand aside, placing it atop the furnishing.  He unfurled an intricate sketch depicting Starwatch and its grounds.  Black ink traced gardens, dormitories and lecture halls beneath the central imposing tower.  A cursive script identified the purpose for each structure.  “Perhaps I should have inquired sooner if you’re literate.”
 
   “I read fine, thank you,” she rebuked.  “How accurate is this?”
 
   “You’ll discover for yourself soon enough, I’d wager.  I can’t vouch for its veracity.  Only that it seems to be from a reliable source.  There may be discrepancies, though you can take comfort knowing these only relate to the minor details.  We know precisely what is contained on each of Starwatch Tower’s nine floors for instance, along with primary security precautions.”
 
   “It’ll have to be good enough for now.  Though our first priority will be getting someone inside the tower to confirm this layout.”
 
   “You’re willing to take such a gambit this early?”
 
   “I’ve little choice.  I can’t conjure a convoluted heist if I don’t know pertinent details.  That’s just asking for complications.  Not knowing exactly which doors are routinely locked can cause a hindrance in the best scenario and capture in the worst.  Despite what you might think, no detail is minor on a job like this.  One unknown sentry or misplaced expectation spoils the entire plot.  I won’t commit the sin of assuming.  Honestly, I’d be taking a greater gamble if I chose to not send someone in.”
 
   “You have time to ponder at any rate.  I’ve arranged accommodations for you here, three rooms as requested.  I took the liberty of booking those bedchambers for the upcoming week, though we can extend our residency however long you deem necessary.”
 
   “We won’t be staying longer than two nights.  The Widowed Moon is nothing more than a temporary stop for us.”
 
   “That seems unnecessary, given this inn’s ideal location.”  Rope nudged a dusky thumb toward the lone window.  “Starwatch is a pleasant walk or carriage ride distant and we stand at the confluence of several avenues.”
 
   “Which is why I hate it.  We need an isolated location, away from prying eyes who might notice our activities and start asking questions.  Beginning tomorrow morning, we’ll search for a more appealing place and relocate the moment we’re able.  I’d like to maintain a single room here apart from your own though.  We’ll use it for occasional observations and whenever we need a nearby refuge on short notice.”
 
   “I’ll trust your judgment, Cyriana.”
 
   “I like the sound of that.  Now let’s talk about silver and gold.  Specifically how I get my greedy hands on the goods.”
 
   “I’ve opened an account at Vinaldor’s, a reputable banking and lending house here in Arroyo.  There are ample funds for this venture waiting to be withdrawn.  You and only you can access my account and the assets stored within.  While my master has been generous, I’d advise you to pace yourself.  If you drain our modest treasury entirely, and you’d better have a damned good reason for doing so, there won’t be additional resources for a considerable time.”
 
   “Unless we help ourselves to a loan.”
 
   “I’d prefer not to, owing to their exorbitant lending rate.  But we do have that option in an emergency, yes.  Plus most businesses in the city will accept a bank note from Vinaldor’s in a pinch if you’re low on coins.”
 
   “To make sure there aren’t any misunderstandings,” Cyriana inquired, “exactly how much do I have at my disposal?”
 
   “The equivalent of eighty gold suns, divided evenly into silver stars and bronze folles.  Vinaldor’s will convert any denomination into gold should you ever need to flash around such an unobtainable currency.  They will likewise exchange Asdori coins for Imperial ones by request.  I understand the Empire is keen on formally outlawing local currency in the coming years.  A means of standardizing the economy presumably.  You might come across folks who refuse to accept Asdori money.”
 
   “Eighty suns is a hefty sum.  I’d love to believe we won’t go through that much, but no promises.”
 
   “I’ve come to learn you don’t deal in promises.”
 
   “Only fools do, Hemp.”
 
   “Speaking of fools, when will I have the pleasure of meeting your compatriots?”
 
   “Never.  I’m keeping distance between you and them.  You’ll deal exclusively with me as necessary.”
 
   “That seems unusually paranoid, even for you.”
 
   “Hardly.  This is my team and my job, as agreed.  I won’t tolerate interference or have you coercing someone into a task I’ve deemed ill-advised.  If you start brokering deals with my comrades, even seemingly innocuous ones, I swear I’ll walk away.  I’d have enough time to clean out your vault at Vinaldor’s beforehand, too.  You’d be left with plenty of money squandered and nothing to show for it.  I suppose the crucial question is how forgiving your master might be.  You’d know better than I.”
 
   A slight wrinkling seized Rope’s brow.  “I’m unsure whether to agree with your explanation or feel marginally insulted.”
 
   “Makes no difference to me so long as you do my bidding.  You found me and elected to put your trust in me.  Time to prove all those words.”
 
   “It seems you’re leaving me once again with no choice but to consent.  I will, though you’d be wise not to continue lecturing me with these requests.”
 
   “Don’t get high and mighty and pretend to feel slighted.  You’re here specifically to cater to my requests.  Now are you going to act pissed all day or can we start our work?”
 
   Rope’s compassionless eyes stared into hers until he rolled the creased map.  “I’ll deliver details for the account at Vinaldor’s before you move elsewhere, along with requisite features regarding the Bharali document.  Afterward you may bring any inquiries directly to me or have a sealed note delivered to my room for the duration of this job.  I’ll respond at my earliest convenience.”
 
   She accepted the parchment from him and tucked it under an arm.  “I’ll be in touch, Thread.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Heists never fail during a moment of stupidity once the game is underway.  A theft is assured or ruined long before I step into any manor, during the days or months prior.  Botched planning and halfhearted rehearsals are the bane of my profession, not locked entrances or alert sentries.  Of course given my current predicament, one might not want to ascribe literal truth to all I say.
 
   From the Trial of Farien Taerlon, Day 2
 
   308 Black Ruin, Year of the Tangled Glade
 
    
 
   Cyriana eyed Thorkell while he wrenched the wooden stopper free from a wine bottle and filled awaiting mugs.  Eloran accepted one and sipped ruby liquid smelling of spiced berries.  “You’ve kept us chomping at the bit long enough, lass,” he declared.  “What noble family needs their house cleaned out?”
 
   “Nothing so tame,” responded Cyriana.  “If I had my eyes on sparkly jewels I’d do this alone.  I might’ve brought Maylene along for company, but no one else.  She’s more pleasant than you’d believe so far.  Our ambitions on this venture are considerably grander.”
 
   Maylene unfurled the parchment map and spread it atop a table.  “Our target is the galen academy.  Starwatch houses the wealthiest collection of loot on the continent and we plan to pillage what might be the most fetching relic of all.”
 
   Silence greeted her pronouncement and Thorkell lifted his upper lip in a smirk.  “Didn’t I tell you the idea was ludicrous?”
 
   “You did, yes,” remarked Cyriana.  “I ignored you then, and I plan to do the same again.”
 
   “Gods man, you knew?” Eloran said.  “Why didn’t you put an end to this madness when you first heard?”
 
   “Cyriana has a persuasive personality,” grumbled Thorkell.
 
   “Aye, that’s the truth.”
 
   “If anyone here doesn’t wish to be, don’t sulk on my account.”  Cyriana jabbed a forefinger at the bedchamber’s locked entry and glowered at her companions.  “By all means, slink downstairs and scamper away from the city.  Enjoy paying for your own trip home.”
 
   Thorkell’s features perked at her words.  “Me too?”
 
   “No, my threats for you still stand.  I’m only giving the others a choice because I have less obvious means for compelling them to remain.”
 
   “We could always drag Eloran back to Talivin if he tries hobbling off,” suggested Maylene.  “He’s in no shape to put up a fight.  Tackling him is also something I’ve long desired.”
 
   “True enough, but I’d prefer it if at least a few people were here by choice.  How about it, Eloran?  Care to spit in my face?”
 
   “Difficult though it is to acknowledge,” he uttered, “I owe my current freedom to you.  I’d rather forget that fact, but it seems you’ll never allow me to.  In exchange, I won’t return the favor by abandoning this heist.”
 
   Cyriana cracked one forefinger with a jerk.  “Hooray.  I knew I could hammer through your stubborn shell.  Zalla?”
 
   “You saved my life and I don’t need reminding like that prune.  Plus I have nowhere else to go.  I’m staying.”
 
   “This one I like,” Maylene affirmed.
 
   “I’m going to assume the person who faces death each day won’t object to more danger,” Cyriana said.  “This is a regular evening for Baskaran, I’d imagine.”
 
   “An accurate enough assessment,” he conceded.
 
   Cyriana faced the lone man remaining and tried to read his expressionless features.  “Desin, you have any complaints needing to be voiced?”
 
   “Were you really keen to frame me for theft?”
 
   “Hard to say, but it’s for the best you didn’t force us to make that choice.  Unpleasantness avoided, and let’s keep it mum beyond that.”
 
   Desin shrugged and drained his cup.  “Suppose I’ve got no choice.  I don’t have nothing waiting for me elsewhere.  And most days I pissed myself fearing legionaries might hack off my hands.  I got no desires to go back.  Might also learn a trick or two working with some professionals.  It’ll be educating, you could say.”
 
   “Good, then we’re all committed to our caper,” she affirmed.  “Time for Maylene and I to bring you into the diabolical loop.  We aren’t prancing into this blind and deaf, if anyone was concerned.”
 
   “And we aren’t rushing this either,” asserted Maylene.  “We take what time we need and play this smart like.  If conspiring takes months, so be it.”
 
   “What might we be pinching?” Eloran inquired.
 
   “A Bharali scroll called the Codex Sceleratis Caedes,” responded Cyriana.
 
   Thorkell harrumphed and leaned back in his chair.  “Doesn’t sound Bharali.”
 
   “Probably because it isn’t.  Scholars in the My’shi Empire coined the phrase.  The Bharali apparently had no name for it.  Or at least not one that survived.”
 
   Eloran eyed her with a wary regard.  “Are you aware of its meaning, by chance?”
 
   “It’s only a name.  No need to feel spooked by intellectuals who fancied themselves clever.”
 
   “I’m interested in hearing what it means,” said Baskaran.
 
   “Loosely translated it can mean either ‘Unholy Slaughter’ or ‘Bloodshed of the Godless’.”  Cyriana offered a shrug by way of explanation.  “The My’shi didn’t mince words apparently.”
 
   “And that doesn’t sound the least bit discouraging to your ears?” Eloran questioned.
 
   “No, because it’s nothing more than a scroll.  The My’shi were prone to poetic exaggeration.  Not to mention the Bharali and their dark magics are long gone from this world.”
 
   “Why’s someone want us to steal it then?” asked Desin.
 
   “The codex is damn ancient.  Older than every country on the continent.  The Bharali were among the earliest civilized nations in Encrin, though I’m admittedly reticent to call their culture civilized.  Collectors salivate over possessing antique artifacts.  If you’re interested in a more fulfilling answer, then tough luck.  I don’t make a habit of leveling needless inquiries toward my employers after they offer to toss coins at me.  If the chastisement is finished, can we move along?”
 
   “Yes, fine lass,” Eloran uttered.  “Please share with us what you know.”
 
   “Starwatch Tower is nine stories tall,” Cyriana declared, tapping a finger against parchment decorating the tabletop.  “The first story is only devoted to making things pretty.  Fountains, gardens, marble sculptures and busts, that sort of thing.  Those arrogant blokes have even dredged artificial creeks and ponds if you can believe it.  Stories two and three house lecture halls of variable sizes.  Some are small and intimate, others little different from theaters.  Fourth floor is where things start to become interesting.  First we have residences where all adepts reside.”
 
   “What are adepts?” inquired Desin.
 
   “The highest and most knowledgeable students on their way to becoming galens.  They’ll have studied for between fifteen and twenty years by this point and are scary intelligent.  They live in a close knit community and would recognize an outsider.  It’s best we avoid them entirely if it can be helped.
 
   “After adept residences, the next three stories belong to the House of Wisdom, the fabled Starwatch library.  We’ll discuss the discouraging facts in a moment, but suffice it to say each successive level holds rarer artifacts.”
 
   “And comes with more daunting security,” Maylene added.
 
   “Senior galens reside and have studies on the eighth floor.  Finally, the ninth story and roof serve as an astronomical observatory.  One responsibility galens accept is mapping the stars and maintaining the Encrini calendar.  We know about celestial events because the galens tell us so.”
 
   “My keen insights tell me that’s where the name Starwatch originated from,” quipped Thorkell.
 
   “Not a bad hunch,” Cyriana replied.  “Now then, about that library.  First floor is open for all students down to novices.  Those are the youngest galens; most start at ten or eleven.”
 
   “Nothing valuable there,” said Maylene.  “Only academic texts any antiquarian peddling books could find.”
 
   “Next level is accessible to learners and initiates, and each student is required to sign in before entering.  It might sound appealing, but don’t bother.  There are some pricey artifacts in there admittedly, though nothing to make all our efforts worthwhile.  What we covet is kept on the third floor, where only galens and senior adepts can tread.  No records are kept for those entering, because the doors are barred at all times.  The only access comes from select galens and senior librarians, who reputedly wear their keys at all times.  I find that difficult to believe, so consider confirming the rumor a top priority.  If it is true, Desin might need to pull off the most daring pinch of his young life.”
 
   “I’m up for it.”
 
   “All younglings who don’t know any better say that,” retorted Eloran.
 
   “Since this entire plan is nothing sort of suicidal,” Thorkell started, “let’s lay the disturbing details on the table right now.  What will be the most difficult aspect to this job?”
 
   Cyriana munched on bread and wagged her slice at the tower sketches.  “Aside from even finding a way into the third floor library, you mean?  Not counting disheartening tidbits we don’t yet know about, the main challenge will be what to do once we’re inside the library.  We have no clue where our document is even stored.  Or what it looks like, since presumably none among us read ancient Bharali.”  She directed her gaze toward the only possible candidate.  “Zalla?”
 
   “Sorry,” the girl replied.  “Can’t help you.  I’ll be able to memorize it if anyone got me sample text though.”
 
   “Not a bad idea.  I’ll make queries.”  Rubbing her jaw, Cyriana returned to the schematics.  “The lower levels have detailed floor plans, owing to the fact students are expected to find what they need without bothering librarians.  The same is not true for the third level.  Senior adepts allowed within are few in number and it’s mandatory to inquire with a librarian or galen.  There aren’t detailed illustrations for us to consult and we don’t have the time to browse.  It’s imperative we find the precise location of our valuable parchment before entering.”
 
   Thorkell tapped a tentative finger on parchment.  “And if one doesn’t exist?”
 
   “We know it must,” answered Maylene.  “Even librarians and galens can’t possibly remember where every lone scroll and relic is kept.  It would be too inefficient.  I’d confidently bet my entire share of this venture that there’s an intricate filing system somewhere.  It just isn’t made available to consult unless you’re in the know.”
 
   “I’ll take that bet,” Thorkell challenged.
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   “The most mundane obstacle,” said Cyriana, “is that non-galens are forbidden from entering Starwatch grounds.  And I don’t mean only the tower itself.  We’re excluded from all gardens, lecture halls, dining areas, trails and stoas.  Everything encircled by their beautified wall is off bounds if you aren’t wearing a robe or training for one.”
 
   “There must be exceptions,” remarked Baskaran.
 
   “We know there are.  We just aren’t sure if we’re aware of each one.  That’s something needing to be learned with haste.  Scribble it on our to-do list.”
 
   “Which ones do we know about?” Zalla questioned.
 
   “Prospective students and their families can visit, provided the date is arranged in advance,” explained Cyriana.  “Wealthy patrons are likewise free to wander the property with an escort.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “The ones we’ve already deciphered at least.  Are there more?  Until we confirm another one, we don’t know.”
 
   Thorkell laced his fingers and twiddled slender thumbs.  “Don’t be shy, Cyriana.  I know you’re withholding more unpleasant rumors.”
 
   “Aye.  No one is certain, but scuttlebutt has it guards are poised as menial laborers.  Some gardeners and servants might actually be trained brutes watching for unwary thieves.  That’s one unsubstantiated gossip I’d dearly love to deny with a bit of snooping.”
 
   Floorboards creaked beneath Baskaran while he paced and surveyed the illustration.  “Am I remiss to assume we don’t have a plan, Cyriana?”
 
   “No, you are not.  Truthfully we haven’t the foggiest idea how we’re snatching our valuable codex.  At the moment I’m eager to hear any wild theory you can summon.  Don’t hold back.”
 
   “What about scaling Starwatch and entering through the windows?  Isn’t that a method some thieves practice?”
 
   “Have you lost your godsdamn mind?” Maylene demanded.  “Or are you trying to kill me?  I’m not climbing up a nine story tower.”
 
   “Daring exploit aside, the point is moot,” clarified Cyriana.  “The highest library has diminutive windows little more than a few inches in diameter.  Even Maylene couldn’t wriggle in that way.  Most illumination comes from lanterns.”
 
   Zalla lifted brown eyebrows.  “How has that tower not burned to the ground before?”
 
   “Who says it hasn’t?” responded Eloran.  “Starwatch was founded nine centuries ago, and I know of at least four major fires torching sections in the House of Wisdom.”
 
   “The chances of an inferno happening again are lessened by the fact it’s mandatory for librarians to escort students through the third floor.”  Cyriana popped a grape into her mouth.  “This heist would’ve been much simpler if we were all born a century ago, I’m sorry to say.”
 
   “Does Starwatch have a basement?” Zalla questioned.  “A tower that large must need tunnels and sewers.”
 
   “Conceivably.  We don’t know any details on the matter though.  Since their grounds stretch to the bay, only a fool architect wouldn’t take advantage.”
 
   “Galen shit still needs to go someplace like everyone else’s.”
 
   “Thanks for the image, Desin.  But before I send Maylene crawling through feces it’d be worth discovering where the tunnels lead.  We should remember Starwatch may only have chutes or sewers too narrow for a person to squeeze through.”
 
   “I’d also enjoy having input on my role in this particular topic,” Maylene chastised.
 
   “We’ll shove you through only as a last resort.”
 
   “How considerate.”
 
   “This might be a foolish notion, but would they ever evacuate the entire tower?” asked Baskaran.  “If a threat they couldn’t ignore presented itself.”
 
   Cyriana chewed one lip and tapped her temple with a forefinger.  “I suppose they might.  The suggestion seems plausible at any rate.  Though it would require a catastrophic incident to convince the galens to abandon their beloved edifice.  I don’t think we have the means to engineer one grand enough.  We’ll need an invading army or a similar crisis.  And there aren’t any rampaging about in Asdor these days.”
 
   “I say we hire a band of mercenaries to storm the tower,” Eloran uttered.  “Have them take the risks and ransack Starwatch for us.  We can enjoy cool drinks in the shade.”
 
   Maylene rubbed her forehead as though a weary parent dealing with her deplorable offspring.  “I don’t even know where to begin on what’s wrong with that plan.”
 
   “Don’t hear you offering contributions.”
 
   She lifted a hand and started ticking off fingers.  “Ignorant sellswords won’t have a clue what they’re searching for and are more likely to destroy the relic than retrieve it.  If the slightest inconvenience or resistance occurs they may opt for a bloodbath and start butchering galens and students alike.  Draugans will respond by mobilizing legions and hunt down the mercenaries for slaughter.  Our benefactor will naturally hear about a godsdamn invasion launched against Starwatch and might decide we’re irrelevant.  Shall I keep going or is everyone satisfied this is the stupidest scheme yet?”
 
   “I recognized it was before you spoke,” snorted Thorkell.
 
   Eloran sagged in his chair and folded arms over a faded tunic.  Subdued grouching drifted from his lips.
 
   After a sullen silence Cyriana asked, “No more inquiries or outlandish proposals for now?”
 
   “I suspect we’ll only broach certain issues once we learn more about what we’re up against,” Thorkell stated.  “I can’t speak for the rest, but I’m feeling too uninformed to posit consequential queries.”
 
   “You aren’t alone,” mumbled Eloran.
 
   Cyriana clapped her hands together.  “Good.  On to the next item in the agenda.  Maylene, be a dear.”
 
   “Perk up those ears, folks.  Seeing as I’m the only Asdori native in this pack, consider me the authority on all local matters.  My word is gospel.  Even if you don’t like what I have to say.  Arroyo has strict laws different from most other cities.  Draugan overlords didn’t see fit to force change following the conquest, owing to their respect for galens.  We’ll be skirting plenty laws while here, so if you aren’t keen on being snatched by legionaries and tossed in gaol, you’d better listen.  Bells ring on the hour and it’s best you keep track what time it is.  Three hours after sundown marks the curfew.”
 
   “You mean to tell me this city genuinely has a curfew during peacetime?” inquired Baskaran.
 
   “Don’t fret, the city doesn’t shut down or forbid people from walking the streets.  Curfew only means new rules come into place.  First off, no one is allowed to walk the avenues while armed.  Draugans often look the other way during daylight hours if you’re circumspect, mostly because they can’t be bothered to investigate every living soul.  But at night they’ll halt and search you on sight.  The lightest slap on the wrist is weapon confiscation, so long as you can sweet talk your way out of more.  Eloran, that means you don’t ever carry even a butter knife, because with the mouth you have you’ll talk your way straight into prison.”
 
   Before Eloran could mutter a retort Zalla raised an inquisitive hand.  “Are there no exceptions?”
 
   “Glad you brought up that point,” responded Maylene.  “Certain citizens of reputable standing are issued papers granting them the right to carry arms at all times.  From what I can tell, these people are few and far between.  One guess who we’ll have forging us those documents.  In the meantime choose caution over arrogance.  The other big curfew law is you also need to carry a light, whether it’s a candle, lantern or torch.  Blokes caught skulking in the shadows are assumed to be doing something nefarious.  Given that my entire profession operates in darkness, the suspicion isn’t far off.”
 
   Cyriana crossed her legs atop a vacant chair and leaned backward.  “We’ll make sure a few candle wicks and lanterns are lying around in here for when we’re out late.”
 
   “How often do locals disobey these stipulations?” Eloran questioned.
 
   Maylene’s answering shrug was indifferent.  “Depends.  There’s no shortage of people flaunting the curfew on any given night.  Some get shoved in a cell, others don’t.  Point is, when we’re out late at night we should be careful.  If we’re only wandering from one place back to our inn without fell deeds in mind, it might be best to carry a light.  One of us getting pinched while on an innocent stroll when we aren’t even in the midst of a felony wouldn’t bode well for the job.”
 
   “We also won’t be mounting a rescue operation,” added Cyriana.  “Yanking Eloran from a noble’s abode is one thing, but no one’s infiltrating a Draugan gaol.  If anyone here is placed under arrest then you’re alone.  Best case scenario, you’ll be released after a few days if no other broken laws can be traced to you.  Worst case we make do and finish this job with one less person.”
 
   “Will we have cause to be out during the night?” Thorkell asked.
 
   “We’ll try avoiding it as best we can until we have a better idea what to expect from this city.  Maylene and I will tackle most tasks that need to be done in the dark.  This is our bread and butter, and we’ll have a greater chance at avoiding Draugan patrols.”
 
   “You’ll hear no arguments from me,” Baskaran asserted.  “I’d just as soon not cross blades with legionaries while in residence here.  Duelists aren’t enamored with armored foes.”
 
   “No wrong motivation so long as you all listen to our rules like obedient children.”  Cyriana regarded her empty goblet with distaste and leaned forward to fetch the flagon.  “Time to circle back to the job at hand.  First tedious chore is surveillance.  Nothing else gets done before we know our bookish enemy.  Schmooze the taverns and absorb every rumor and scrap of hearsay you gather.  Remember, each detail is relevant until we learn otherwise.”
 
   Thorkell nudged the green tinged bottle closer to Cyriana.  “I’d recommend we each be given a stipend of silver.  Nothing loosens tongues like complimentary drinks.  I’d like to have the resources to befriend chaps with plentiful booze.”
 
   “Done.  I’ll make sure coins are in your pockets on the morrow.  You’ll also each have an extra purse in case an opportunity for bribery presents itself.”
 
   “Ah, my favorite words,” Maylene purred.
 
   Amber wine splashed into Cyriana’s barren mug.  “A further addendum before starting this unsavory heist, since we’re an unscrupulous lot if ever one existed.  Covetous criminals one and all, that’s us.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Zalla said.
 
   “You are now that you’re in our merry band.  We’re a corrupting influence.  But while we’re here there’s to be no law breaking of any kind.  No thefts, no grifting, no emptying pockets without my say so.”
 
   “Aw.”
 
   “Quiet, Maylene.  We can’t risk getting nabbed on some half-baked, needless thrill.  Obey every teensy law as if a lurking legionary is perched on your shoulder waiting for a slip.  Far as we’re concerned, they are.  That means don’t even ponder the merits of tossing garbage into the harbor or spitting on the cobbles.  Until we plunder Starwatch, we’re the most lawful guests Arroyo has seen in ages.  Savvy?”
 
   Heads nodded affirmatives and all seemed satisfied with the proviso, barring Maylene’s comically exaggerated frown.
 
   “Come directly to me with any ideas or ploys you craft.  Doesn’t matter how absurd they might be.  Unorthodox strategies are often the most effective.  I’ll reject nothing out of hand; every ludicrous suggestion receives proper thought.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Diverse of knowledge and compassionate of heart, a galen is ever eager to serve others.  Wealthy or destitute, influential or poor, none are beneath the notice of these learned paragons, whose sharp minds are eternally honed for the greater good.
 
   Thrakis Ralkirsson, Through the Eyes of the Encrini
 
   227 Black Ruin, Year of the Cracked Frost
 
    
 
   13 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Chaereas beckoned Almar Graycloak into his office with a nod and folded rough hands atop a mahogany desk.  “Hiring goes well, I take it.”
 
   “Aye.  I’ve recruited five extra swords so far.  Stalwart men and women all.  I’d like to hire another ten if I’m able.  We didn’t have the necessary muscle last year.  I won’t permit a repeat of thefts and allow the cutpurses to have their day of plenty.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll admit the number of attendees caught us unprepared,” Chaereas conceded.
 
   “There’ll be more this year.  I can’t have us being squeamish about spending extra coin.”
 
   “Indeed.  Last year’s disagreement was unfortunate.  In any case, the Governing Circle has approved the requested allocation of funds.  Your earlier admonishments did the trick, you’ll be pleased to know.”
 
   “Wasn’t my intention to make your prim colleagues bristle,” Almar remarked.
 
   “No, I don’t imagine so.  Not that the sight didn’t bring a smile to my face.  I’ll consider your crassness a worthy event should it remove a headache from us later.  These additional monies will allow you to augment the Starwatch Guard, and with Rhenis’ luck the festival will pass without unpleasantness.”
 
   “That’s my hope.  I’d also like your blessing to enforce a few untraditional policies in policing the grounds.”
 
   “Oh?  What might you have in mind?”
 
   “Details still need working out.  I thought it best I make a point of informing you in advance.”
 
   “I’ll acquiesce to any new measures I don’t deem excessive, once you bring them to my attention.”  Chaereas steepled his fingers and hunched atop the desk.  “And regarding our quiet excursion four nights’ hence?”
 
   “No undue trouble during the arrangement.  Should go off without a hitch.”
 
   “Excellent.  I’m close, Almar.  So tantalizingly close.  It won’t be long now until all my efforts bear fruit.”
 
   “Maybe this’ll be the one, eh?  Fingers crossed—”
 
   Galen Sharalla strode through the open entry and halted, billowing her woollen robe.  “Forgive my interruption, Headmaster.  Am I intruding?”
 
   “Not at all,” Chaereas remarked, settling back into his chair.  “Please enter.”
 
   Almar offered a smile to the woman and glanced at Chaereas.  “I’ll take my leave.”
 
   “As you wish.  Keep me apprised of your progress in this and all other matters.”
 
   Sharalla waited for the Starwatch Guard Captain to depart and strolled closer.
 
   “Judging from your expression I’d be remiss to not suspect your current business is rather unpleasant.”  Chaereas beckoned with one palm toward an empty chair opposite his desk.  “Perhaps you should sit down.”
 
   Sharalla claimed the cushioned seat and tucked her dark arms into voluminous brown robes.  “Your belief is not mistaken.”
 
   “Would you care for a refreshment before we begin?  I’d rather have a sweet taste in my mouth to counter the sour words.”
 
   “Thank you, no.  But don’t let me stop you.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”  Chaereas stood and unstoppered a glass decanter.  “What troubles you?”
 
   “I’ve learned two students have been caught cheating on our recent examinations.”
 
   Ruby liquid tumbled into his chalice.  “You’re certain of this?”
 
   “There can be no doubt.  The guilty parties were heard bragging to their fellows, and a search produced missing parchment hidden in their bedchambers.”
 
   “Didn’t even have the wherewithal to dispose of the evidence, it seems.”
 
   “We aren’t dealing with the wisest minds.  If we were, the need for their duplicitous actions would not exist.”
 
   “True enough,” said Chaereas.  “What is your recommendation?”
 
   “I wish to make an example of these malcontents.  A public expulsion from Starwatch and our order effective immediately.”
 
   “We can respond in no other manner to a crime this grave.  Who are the culprits?”
 
   Sharalla snorted an uncharacteristic chortle.  “Do you care to guess?”
 
   “Though I wish it were otherwise, you’ll likely tell me it was Thran and Aeyir.”
 
   “I know what you’re liable to say, but I no longer care who their parents are.  They’ve long taken advantage of our leniency, and I won’t continue kowtowing to the parents for the sake of their misbegotten spawn.  The reputation of this institution takes precedence over all other considerations.  Word of our forbearance in this matter will irreparably damage how outsiders look upon Starwatch.”
 
   He reclaimed his chair and sipped piquant wine.  “You believe the severity to warrant such action?”
 
   “I do, Chaereas.  We teach even novices to lance an infection lest it spread through the host.  How can we choose differently?”
 
   “I can find no compelling reason to dissent.  For the populace to learn we forgave such academic dishonesty would call us all into question.  Tomorrow Thran and Aeyir shall be dismissed from Starwatch forthwith.  I will make it clear this constitutes a lifetime expulsion without the hope of rescindment.”
 
   “They’ve never attached the appropriate solemnity to their training and have openly mocked professors.  We are better off without them in attendance.”
 
   “An unforgiving belief, though not incorrect.”  He folded his hands and leaned forward atop the desk.  “If there is nothing else…”
 
   Sharalla answered with a curt nod and vacated her chair.  “I’ll return to my study.  Good day, Chaereas.”
 
   “And to you.”
 
   *
 
   Nestled atop one granite windowsill with a leather-bound tome spread over her crossed legs, Aryll leafed through crinkled papyrus.  Sketches depicting various plants, stems and fungi littered the pages, each painstaking illustration labeled with a meticulous attention to detail.  Sunlight streamed through patterned glass etched with mystical beasts and ancient wars, bathing the library’s second floor in warming rays.  Aryll glanced at Lurhem, god of the sky and bringer of laws, hurling a lightning bolt amid zealots worshiping demons and false gods.  Though little more than nonsense to modern sensibilities, Starwatch was a superstitious place many centuries ago.
 
   She turned the page and focused on one question written alongside a drawing.  ‘Which seemingly innocuous ingredient, when used as an additive, cancels the beneficial qualities of Rover’s Nectar and instead results in a poisonous concoction?’
 
   “Reed of the Eye?” she whispered.
 
   Aryll ran her forefinger along cursive text until she found the solution.  “Queen’s Spore?  Damn it.”
 
   Queen’s Spore was hardly worth the effort of cultivating, serving as little more than a curative for weak stomach aches.  Almost the entire supply sold in market was harvested growing in the wild, since no farmer or horticulturalist bothered devoting tilled field to the plant.  How the hell did adding it to Rover’s Nectar result in a lethal blend?  Aryll rubbed her forehead and glanced at a ceiling decorated in frescoes.  Medicinal botany was going to be the death of her.
 
   “Thought I might find you here.”
 
   Aryll glanced up through drooping red bangs and sighted Kimiko walking between stacks laden with tomes and scrolls.  The Shodii girl traced one finger along a shelf sprinkled in dust and ambled closer, her other hand scrunching parchment.
 
   “What riveting book do you have?”
 
   “A Compendium of Healing Agents for the Ailing to be Found in the Natural World,” answered Aryll.
 
   “Gryniver Aderia, the dullest scholar who ever lived.”  Kimiko hopped onto the windowsill and dangled her legs.  “The man wrote about leaves that can staunch wounds, cure infections or be brewed into poisons able to kill with merely a drop.  How can he possibly make his work this boring?”
 
   “A sadistic desire to confound students?”
 
   “Not a bad theory.  Are you worried about botany?”
 
   “Does it show?”
 
   “I usually catch you reading the interesting stuff we aren’t supposed to be looking at.  Especially now that we have an entire new floor to explore.  Perched in a nook flipping through Aderia with a scowl isn’t your style.”
 
   Aryll rapped a knuckle on the cover.  “Do you follow any of this crap we’re supposed to be learning?”
 
   “I think I do.  Try me.”
 
   “Okay, tough gal.  What shouldn’t you add to Rover’s Nectar unless you’re in the mood to kill yourself or an unwitting customer?”
 
   Kimiko wrinkled an olive brow and stuck her tongue past slender lips.  “Um, Queen’s Spore, right?  Some reaction in the seed makes it fatal for humans.  Not to dogs though, but don’t ask me why.”
 
   “At least one of us doesn’t have to worry about her chances.”
 
   Her visage saddened as she lifted the page held in one hand.  “I might need to.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A letter from home.”  Kimiko let folded parchment flutter onto the sill and fidgeted with her fingers.  “And not a pleasant one either.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “My parents disinherited me from Clan Akiyama.  The family has one less daughter today than they did yesterday.”
 
   Aryll placed a hand over Kimiko’s and squeezed.  “I don’t know what to say.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “I knew they were angry with me, but I didn’t think…”  She wiped moisture from one eye and sniffled.  “This choice can never be undone.  I’m clanless and unwanted.”
 
   “You’ll always have me,” Aryll affirmed, wincing after the words left her mouth.  “Even though I know that sounded less lame in my head.”
 
   Kimiko attempted an unconvincing chuckle, but Aryll knew the response was not genuine.  Dimples carved into her friend’s cheeks whenever she truly smiled.
 
   “Do you know if you’re able to continue studying here?” Aryll inquired.
 
   “No, I don’t.  Gods, I love this place and I’m afraid I won’t be able to stay.”
 
   “This may be a sensitive topic, but how much money do you have?  Enough for the next semester?”
 
   She folded petite hands into her lap and stared at carpeted flooring.  “If I hoard the small amount left in my name, I barely have enough for one more.”
 
   “Have you told our professors yet?”
 
   “You’re the only one.  It’s not a fact I’m eager to share.”
 
   “Should they know about this?  Some might be willing to help you.”
 
   “They won’t lower tuition for me because I don’t have money,” Kimiko asserted.  “The professors can’t be lenient to one person without inviting criticism and claims of favoritism.  Equal fees for equal education and all that.  I’d need to abruptly be a prodigy for them to give me special consideration, and I don’t feel unusually intelligent.”
 
   “Do you know what you’re going to do?”
 
   “Not today I don’t.  Maybe I can beg the kitchen staff to take me on as a scullery maid or something.”
 
   “Listen, the next time I write a letter home I can ask my parents to help with your tuition.  At least until you figure something out.”
 
   “Your parents have a hard enough time scraping money together for you.  I appreciate the gesture, Aryll, but I won’t be a burden to your family.”
 
   “You can’t make the money you need scrubbing dishes, and you’d never have the time for studying even if you tried.  You’d wear yourself out with nothing to show for it.”
 
   “Maybe I should ask for a loan.”
 
   “You’d be indebted for the rest of your life with the lending rates here.  It’s not worth it.”
 
   Kimiko leaned back against stone and wrapped arms around her knees.  “I came here because I wanted to help people.  I still want to.  Even if I’m not allowed to stay, I’ve learned enough that maybe I could apprentice with an herbalist or apothecary.  It wouldn’t be the same, but at least I’d be doing good.  And you could come visit me.”
 
   “We’ll think of something, Kimiko.  This semester doesn’t end for nearly two months, and we can get through the next one if we’re careful.  Have faith.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana surveyed the quaint inn and spread her lips in a smug grin.  Nestled amid a grove of juniper trees and accessible only by a lone dirt road, the Dawning Repose fulfilled her every requirement.  Verdant ivy entangled a wooden trellis leaning against one wall alongside rippled glass windows.  Gray stone gave way to lumber on the second story, faded beneath the sun’s unforgiving notice.
 
   Striding over tufts of grass eking out a living amid parched soil, Cyriana walked through the entryway.  She sniffed clean air and breathed a contented sigh that no cloying coppersheaf smoke lingered.  Naught but bubbling stew fragranced a sparse dining area populated by several patrons.  Scattered dirt and hay morsels were strewn about scuffed floorboards, trekked within from the adjoining stable.  Cyriana sauntered to a counter tended by one man wearing a stained apron over his bulbous paunch.
 
   “That’s an appetizing smell, if I do say.”
 
   “Haven’t met anyone makes a tastier stew than my dear wife.  The one you’re sniffing is potato and pheasant.  Nary a soul can nibble a spoonful and not buck at the knees.”
 
   “I believe you,” Cyriana concurred.
 
   “Can I tempt you with a bowl?”
 
   “You may.  But first I have some business to conduct.  Might you be the proprietor?”
 
   “Aye, me and my wife both these last twenty years.”
 
   “Have any rooms available for renting?”
 
   “We do at that, friend,” replied the jovial barkeep.  “Are you thinking on staying the night?”
 
   “I have a longer residency in mind, as it happens.  How many rooms in total can you offer?”
 
   “Five, but two are rented for the next day.”
 
   “Then I’d like to have three rooms beginning now,” Cyriana said, “along with the other two when they become available.”
 
   “I don’t want to be causing undue strain, but rooms need to be paid for in advance.  Ten folles a night for each one.  I can’t permit boarding otherwise.”
 
   “Nothing to fret over.  I have enough coin for the duration.”
 
   “Know how long your stay might be?”
 
   “Don’t know.  At least a month, perhaps two.”
 
   Almond eyes gleamed in response to her words.  Cyriana had glimpsed that hunger for coins often in her life and knew it to be an unfailing stimulus.  Proprietors unable to keep a pitiful five rooms occupied could not afford to decline such an offer, even after she shared her unusual provisos.
 
   “A…month?” he stammered.
 
   “And not a day less.  That won’t be a problem for you, will it?”
 
   “By the gods it won’t.  You’re welcome to our rooms for all the nights you want.”
 
   “Glad to hear it, though my generosity comes with conditions.  While we’re here none of the upstairs rooms are to be disturbed or entered at any time, even for cleaning.  We need absolute privacy and no meddlesome inquiries.”
 
   His wife scuttled cautiously nearer from the kitchen, her hand stuffing a rag into one wet pewter mug.  “Begging your pardon, but this sounds a mite suspicious to my ears.  We don’t want trouble with the Draugans.”
 
   “I can see why you’d think that.  I’m conducting business on behalf of an investor and need a quiet place to stay beyond the noisiest city streets.  You’ll have to trust my word that none of this is illegal.”
 
   The married couple exchanged a wary glance with one another.  “And if we’re nervous about trusting your word?”
 
   Cyriana dumped a cloth bag on the counter.  “I had one of my more educated comrades throw some numbers together.  We counted on almost fifteen bronze a night, so this is more than enough silver and gold to rent all your rooms for one month.  After that we’ll talk about extending our stay for another.”
 
   The woman lifted grungy hands and flicked eyes to her husband.  “We haven’t agreed to this yet.”
 
   “I’m certain you will by the time our dialogue comes to an end.  Let me ask, are you robbed frequently?”
 
   He grumbled and scratched a bulbous nose.  “Yeah.”
 
   “I thought that might be your answer, out here away from the city proper.  I’d reckon legionaries don’t bother watching over you and others living in the outskirts.  Then it’ll sweeten the deal for you to know that crap won’t happen while we’re boarding.  One of us will usually always be here.  We have a talent for discouraging thefts, you might say.”
 
   Apprehensive wrinkles continued to crease the woman’s moist forehead.  “It’s a tempting offer…”
 
   “I can see you’re fretful,” affirmed Cyriana.  “But I’m promising you a full inn for an entire month without fearing petty theft or vandals.  You’d be a fool to eschew my patronage.”
 
   “Unless we aren’t keen on the risks.”
 
   “Think back to the last time each room you owned was occupied for an unbroken stretch lasting a month.  Have you ever known such prosperity?”  At their tentative glances Cyriana spread her hands and offered a charming grin.  “I didn’t think so.  One month is what I ask for.  Once we’re finished I’ll even pay for an additional week, as a parting gift for your hospitality.”
 
   “And in exchange we don’t pry none or have a looksee into your rooms,” the man said.  “That about right?”
 
   “My only requirements.”
 
   The married proprietors shuffled beyond earshot and jabbered in hushed tones.  Cyriana calmly sat atop her stool and awaited their decision, offering an innocent smile when the woman cast an eye in her direction.  Finally the discourse ended and they returned.  “You can stay here.”
 
   “Happy to hear it,” Cyriana replied, reaching one arm over the counter.  “My name is Tala.”
 
   Grasping her palm in a clammy hand, the husband said, “Aridon.  My wife is Jenian.”
 
   “I’m pleased we can do business together.  I promise this arrangement will be a beneficial one for all involved.”
 
   “Even if we’re stricken by concerns?”
 
   “You won’t be,” Cyriana affirmed.  “But we can revisit our agreement if you have a genuine misgiving.”
 
   “Truly?”
 
   “I give you my word.  That should alleviate some qualms you might have, yes?  I’m the pinnacle of fairness.”
 
   “So you say,” murmured Jenian.
 
   Cyriana snapped her fingers together.  “Oh, and while I remember, tomorrow I’ll hire a locksmith to change each room lock upstairs.”
 
   “I don’t think there’s a reason for that.”
 
   “I told you, absolute privacy and nothing less.  I’ll be the one paying for those services and you’ll get brand new locks in exchange.  Not a raw deal for you, I’d say.”
 
   “I suppose not,” Aridon admitted.  “Will you be wanting to eat here?”
 
   “Now there’s a question to tickle my fancy.  There’re seven of us, and unless we say otherwise assume we want breakfast about an hour after dawn.  Bread, eggs, sausage, whatever you have on hand.  I’ll toss more silver your way if it broadens our selection.  Other meals we’ll discuss day to day, but it’s a safe bet at least some will also want dinner.  We’ll eat our food down here in the common area or take it back to our rooms.  Don’t bring it to us upstairs, understood?”
 
   “That ain’t a surprising notion.”
 
   “I apologize if my requests seem strange or unreasonable, though I can assure you I’m neither.  We’re merely engaging in what might be deemed politically sensitive.  And that means it needs to stay quiet.  Beyond that we’ll be model tenants.”
 
   Jenian flicked eyes still etched in wariness toward her husband.  “If we hear anything worrying, we’ll alert the Draugans.”
 
   Cyriana flashed her most comforting smile.  “If I glimpse illegal activities I’ll notify the Draugans personally.  I promise you I don’t make a habit of running afoul of the law.”
 
   *
 
   Maylene nudged one boot against a bedpost flecked in grime and touched the windowsill.  She fiddled with groaning shutters that refused to close properly, then surveyed wooden walls visible through scattered cracks and holes in the paint.  “This’ll do.”
 
   “I’m pleased it meets your exacting standards,” said Cyriana.
 
   “Well enough at any rate.  Comfort wasn’t a selling point for us.”
 
   “Could’ve fooled me,” Eloran grumbled.  He eyed the sparse chamber and prodded one mattress with a crooked finger.  “One might surmise we could’ve found more luxurious accommodations if we’d tried, since that wealthy benefactor is financing this scheme.”
 
   “Without a doubt,” responded Cyriana.  “Except those posh locales are never private.  Folks believe charging an exorbitant fee entitles them to snoop whenever they wish.”
 
   Thorkell leaned against a door jamb with arms crossed over his chest.  “The proprietors here understand our delicate situation?”
 
   “They understand nothing of the sort.  The lad and lass know not to wander upstairs or poke heads into our rooms.”
 
   “And you trust them to obey?”
 
   “Business isn’t booming at this site,” Cyriana explained, “given its position amid the outskirts.  They see the benefits to keeping us happy.  Whether I trust them is immaterial.  I don’t think they’re stupid enough to risk us leaving and taking our coins with us.  That’s enough for now.”
 
   “Folks are predictably pliable when you dangle purses in their faces,” Maylene said.  “We doing something about the locks?”
 
   “Already made an appointment with a locksmith for tomorrow.  Every lock is being changed while I watch.  Including the rooms currently being rented.  The occupants think it’s regularly scheduled maintenance and won’t bellyache.  They’ve been encouraged to travel into town while the chore is done.”  Cyriana cast a disapproving eye to fellow thieves and lowered her voice.  “This shouldn’t need to be said, but their possessions are sacrosanct.  No one steals even a worthless copper piece while here.  This whole place and everyone in it is untouchable.  Understand?”
 
   Nods affirmed their acceptance, though Maylene smirked as though plotting larceny regardless.
 
   “Four bedchambers for sleeping,” Cyriana continued, “and one will serve as our common room.  No grousing over your chamber mate, since they’re non-negotiable.  Maylene and I will be in room one.  Thorkell and Desin, you’re in two, with Eloran and Baskaran in three.  Zalla, you’re odd woman out.”
 
   Blue eyes perked considerably.  “Does that mean I get my own room?”
 
   “Yes.  Number four.”
 
   “I’ll take it.”
 
   “Remember folks, this is a long running scheme.  Try not to piss off your chamber mate, since you’ll be spending a whopping amount of time with them.”
 
   “She means you, Eloran,” declared Maylene.  “Before saying something stupid, don’t forget your roomie is only here to stab people we take a disliking to.”
 
   Evidently unwilling to respond with words, Eloran offered a rude gesture that seemed particularly odd compared to his otherwise grandfatherly deportment.  Cyriana shook her weary head and continued with dispensing information.
 
   “We’ll return to the Widowed Moon for tonight and transport our belongings here first thing tomorrow morning.  Zalla, Thorkell and Desin, you’ll all need to stay at the Moon for one extra night, until each bedchamber here is vacated.  After that we’ll only maintain one room in town for whenever we deem necessary.  Get comfortable here, because the Dawning Repose is our home for however long this heist lasts.  Let’s not mistreat her.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Give me a legion of Draugan troops and I could conquer half the known world, too.  The Empire might have brilliant strategists in its ranks, but the backbone of their nation will forever be the lowly legionary.  Though foul-mouthed and unapologetic, this courageous, disciplined, selfless soldier possesses no equal and humbles all others.
 
   Gawain Bracken, Grand Duke of Aerondell
 
   Circa 304 Black Ruin
 
    
 
   14 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Cyriana eyed the stooped locksmith, undertaking a chore all but incomprehensible to her eyes.  Deft hands skittered over wood and cranked brass into place while a pallid tongue lolled against his slimy chin.  Finally the gangling man stood, slurped a flopping gray worm back into his lipless mouth and deposited a bundle onto one table.
 
   “Your new keys,” Morran uttered, wiping moisture from a hooked nose.  “Two for a room.  No more’n that.”
 
   “Thanks for your timely work.”
 
   He shrugged and folded a rawhide satchel closed.  “Thanks for your shiny coins.”
 
   “Would you be adverse to conducting more business with us?” questioned Cyriana.
 
   “Other locks needing a change?”
 
   “Not this time.  We want a key copied.”
 
   Morran snorted mucus from his nostrils into a swelling mouth and swallowed.  “One key?”
 
   “I might have a hankering for more, but for now yes.”
 
   “Know the lock, the manufacturer?”
 
   “Truthfully this isn’t my area of expertise.  Our companion can provide all the details as you require.  She’s something of a lock enthusiast, you might say.”
 
   “Kindred spirit, eh?”
 
   “An aficionado after your own heart.  I can assure you the lock would be exceedingly well crafted though.  Name me the most talented locksmiths and artificers in Asdor and I’d wager the quality will mirror their own.”
 
   The man scratched greasy hairs dangling over his temple and scattered white flakes.  “You got Malrin Theran down Mellifera way, Too-Swift Thaddeus in Asdor City, Kimura Akari, though she comes from Shodo Hai…”
 
   Cyriana lifted a hand and refrained from groaning.  “I didn’t mean to literally name them.”
 
   “Ah.  Well, not knowing the lock means I can’t give a price that ain’t guessing, you know?  Ain’t nothing but uncertainty elsewise.”
 
   “Understandable.  But a range would suffice.”
 
   “Cheapest keys’ll be five bronze, ‘less you want shoddy crafting.  Those might crack in the lock, and then where’ll you be?  Others might run you a silver, two silvers.  Can’t know ‘til I see what I’m working with.”
 
   “A fair deal.  And what might the cost be for you to ask no questions and tell no others about the work?”
 
   Morran sucked chipped teeth and furrowed his greasy brow.  “I reckon I follow.  Five silver, not counting cost for the key.”
 
   “We have an accord.”  Cyriana shook a dank hand and beckoned him into the hallway, wiping moisture from her palm onto one trouser leg.  “I’ll be in touch when we’re ready to begin.”
 
   “Better have the friend who knows what she’s about do the talking.”
 
   “Aye.  It’d be for the best.”  She shut the door once again and faced an amused Thorkell lying on her mattress with his legs crossed.
 
   “I have a sneaking suspicion he’s been complicit in illegalities prior to us.”
 
   “Then he’ll know how to keep his poorly phrased words to himself,” Cyriana replied.
 
   He swung his legs over the edge and climbed off her bed.  “What keys are we copying?”
 
   “Haven’t a clue.  Ask Maylene if you’re curious.  I’m only anticipating her requests, since I’m betting she’ll want some.”
 
   “I thought her answer to everything was to shove a narrow implement into a hole and twist.”
 
   “No, that’s just your answer to everything.”
 
   Thorkell glowered and directed his attention to keys arrayed on the tabletop.  “You want me to run any downstairs for the swooning lovers?”
 
   “Give them nothing.  I can’t have either one succumbing to burning curiosity or getting bribed to pass around keys.  Each occupant gets one key to their room, and I’ll take the spare one to Zalla’s.  We’ll hand them all over once we quit the city.”
 
   “Sensible.  And our common room?”
 
   “Beyond me I haven’t decided who’s earned the other.  You can try to woo me if you have a mind to pocket it.  Though truthfully I’m leaning toward Eloran.”
 
   “Spit in my glorious face, why don’t you?  To think, trusting that crotchety weasel more than a loyal friend like me.”
 
   “Try not to be so melodramatic, Thorkell.  You’re not running a con with me.  The reason is our walking wounded is likely to be here with the most regularity, since we only need him to splash ink onto paper.  If both you and I are out no one will have access.”
 
   “Regrettably practical.  You’ve made it difficult for me to be miffed.”
 
   “Soothing hurt souls,” Cyriana purred.  “It’s what I do.”
 
   “If you have no further need of me, I think I’ll retire downstairs for a meal.”
 
   “I didn’t have a need for you to begin with.  Honestly, I’m unsure why you’re even in my room.”
 
   Thorkell frowned and strolled for the entry as Maylene barged through and performed a curtsy.  “A lovely evening to you, Cyriana.  And I suppose you too, Thorkell.  Though don’t make a habit of loitering in my room when I’m not here.  How’d your day go?”
 
   “Lousy,” responded Cyriana.  “Aside from a potentially productive conversation you just missed regarding facts I know nothing about.”
 
   “Then you’ll be pleased to hear I had a splendid afternoon.”
 
   “Elated.  Was your day enough to cheer my spirits?”
 
   “Yes indeed, my friend.  First, I came across a victim for my field trip with Desin.”
 
   “Happy to hear.  Have a timeline for it?”
 
   “Hopefully tomorrow if all goes well.  We’ll finally be able to put Eloran to work.  But more crucially, I found us a patsy sulking in some tavern.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   “Every year at Starwatch is divided into three semesters,” Maylene said, “with time off between each and the year end culminating in final examinations.  But despite what some ignorant chumps believe, living here isn’t free.  Students are billed at the beginning of each semester, with the fees growing successively higher the longer they’re here.  In fact, enrollment is so pricey that galen instructors might as well formally exclude anyone except noble families and those who own a trading empire.  Sending a child here normally isn’t possible if you aren’t in either category.  Moneyed folks often dump their younger kids here, the ones who aren’t in line to inherit mommy and daddy’s fortune.  Plus having a galen in the family adds prestige.  Into this environment came a young girl named Kimiko, born to a prosperous merchant family on Shodo Hai.  She told me where, but I forgot because at the time I didn’t care.  She’s the fourth child, meaning there wasn’t any chance she’d partake in the family gold.  Her parents chose this route for her instead, hoping a galen in their flock might add stature to the clan name.”
 
   “Galens enjoy placing themselves on delicate pedestals for all to see,” Thorkell murmured.
 
   “The intention was for Kimiko to return to Shodo Hai and serve as the personal galen to some important lord.  Her family could then parade her around and brag that their daughter was a galen and possibly squeeze favors in exchange for her service.  Real loving parents, these ones are.  But that’s not how things work around here.  Trained galens are sent wherever Starwatch wants based on requests.  Kimiko tried explaining that to her parents, but to no avail.  Idiot mom and pop should’ve figured out a long while ago, since galens give up their family name and sever ties to better serve the order.”
 
   Maylene retrieved a clay bottle from the table and shook it in one hand.  Dissatisfaction spread across her face when she heard no liquid sloshing around.  “Trouble is some spat was brewing and this unwanted revelation didn’t help matters.  In the end, she was disinherited entirely from her clan, including even their willingness to cover tuition.  She has no means for paying beyond her next semester, but is desperate to stay right here.  The girl’s damn malleable, so long as we dangle money before her eyes.”
 
   “Surely there are more prudent uses for our precious funds,” remarked Thorkell.  “What can some waif who likes shoving her nose in scrolls do for us?”
 
   “Are you being serious?”  Maylene glanced at Cyriana and shoved a bent thumb toward the Zyreni.  “Is he being serious?”
 
   “False-facers are ever distrustful of the merits from bribery.”
 
   “Well bribery is the lifeblood of my profession, buddy boy,” Maylene chastised.  “Best you grow accustomed to it now, because this won’t be the only instance.  My first instinct is to throw money at a problem rather than lather on more cosmetics.  You’d be amazed how many blokes are positively eager to turn a blind eye for a couple coins.  Damn, I’m thrilled the world has so much greed and so little honor.”
 
   “Then enlighten the poor man who plays dress up,” suggested Cyriana.
 
   “The girl’s a kiddie galen, which means she can come and go anywhere on the Starwatch grounds as she pleases.  She can tell us where locks or other obstacles are located, where guards routinely patrol, even the location for certain keys.  The more gold we shove at her, the more she’ll be willing to perform.  We might even be able to convince her to unlock a handful of doors in the minutes before we enter.  Though involving them directly always entails risks we may not like.”
 
   “A thief with true talents is able to charm guards and nobles to open their doors for him,” Thorkell said.  “We have no need for pawns.”
 
   “What’s this naysayer even doing in our room?  Can I boot him out onto the street?”
 
   “Maybe later.”  Cyriana entwined fingers behind her head and leaned backward on a mattress.  “Back to the matter at hand.  How much does one semester cost?”
 
   “Kimiko is a sixth year student.  Passed her most recent examinations and progressed in rank from a novice to learner couple months ago.  One semester for her should cost close to thirty silvers.”
 
   “Thirty silvers?” asked Thorkell.  “For one semester?  And they need to do that three times in a year?”
 
   “Why do you think only rich offspring are able to be galens?” quipped Maylene.  “No education for those of us who grew up in hovels.  Oh, and remember she’s also only a learner.  Tuition practically triples by the time students reach adept rank.  The eldest trainees had best bring gold or be ready to pack their bags.”
 
   “Give her that much, but no more,” Cyriana instructed.  “We’ll keep the girl hungering for silver until we’re satisfied she’s fulfilled her end of the bargain.  If she walks on us or doesn’t do as we ask, she’ll get nothing else.  Her future academics depend entirely on our goodwill.  Make that abundantly clear.”
 
   “Aye, will do.  We’ll have the medicine lady in training skipping to our tune lickety-split.”
 
   *
 
   15 Kilessin
 
    
 
   “I don’t feel like I belong in here,” Desin murmured, tugging on his stiffened collar.
 
   Maylene eyed the posh clientele hobnobbing in this respectable alehouse.  Tailored clothing made from the finest materials draped over perfumed skin lacking blemishes.  Whitewood chairs encircled clean tables, illumined by ample lanterns arrayed around lacquered columns.  Voices remained at a respectable volume and no alcohol splashed onto wooden floorboards.
 
   “You don’t,” she affirmed.  “Neither do I, for that matter.  Those muscled chaps out front wouldn’t have let you through if Thorkell hadn’t loaned one of his puffed shirts to you.  And if I hadn’t donated three silver denarii to their pocket fund I’d have been booted on the street, too.  All we can hope to do is blend in before snooty chaps get their hackles raised at our presence.”
 
   “Least we don’t need to worry ‘bout getting mugged in here.  Most don’t even look like they’d know how to throw a punch.”
 
   “Fancy place like this, probably not.  None of these blokes has a threatening air.  Course they might pay someone else to clobber us once outside.  Richest patricians can be the deadliest.  Especially the ones who never need to see blood staining their own fingers.  Trust me on this one.”
 
   “Where’s our fellow?” Desin inquired.  “Is he even here yet?”
 
   She stared ahead to a central table occupied by four gentlemen.  Only one held her interest, though the focus had nothing to do with attraction.  Golden candlelight shone against a balding pate and jewelry looped around his broad neck.  Dark hairs sharing more characteristics with wild thistles than a groomed beard enveloped his jaw.  Maylene presumed the feral facial hair represented a poor distraction from his barren scalp.  Surveillance and hefty bribery indicated he had a desperate need to be seen as virile and dominant.  Hairless did not suggest manliness.
 
   Three women claimed the table alongside, each attired in silken gowns accentuated by ivory barrettes of matching hues.  Cosmetics that would put Thorkell to shame caked their faces in white as though some pallid malady stalked them.  Cardinal dollops adorned their cheekbones.
 
   “Oh, he’s here,” Maylene answered.  She tapped a finger on the tabletop in his direction.  “Second from the right in the black corduroy vest and untamed beard.  Name’s Alander Tysir, originally from some dinky village on the Honeywater.  His current employer is Vinaldor’s Banking and Lending.”
 
   “Ain’t that where our coins for the job are kept?”
 
   “The same.  Don’t know precisely what his position is, but he’s among the highest echelon.  Likely second only to the Vinaldor bloodline itself.  Since the banking house is damned respected in this city, most valued employees like Alander are issued exemption papers for traveling.  We’ll poach his.”  She cocked her head toward Desin.  “Understand your role?”
 
   “Not a tricky game we’re playing.”
 
   “Lovely.  Remember, he stores them in the left breast pocket on his vest.”
 
   “Only idiots keep valuables in easy to reach places.  I don’t ever get tired of it.”
 
   “Pray they never smarten up or you’ll need to put more effort into these activities.  Now skedaddle and make yourself scarce so I can flaunt my wiles.”
 
   Desin vacated the table while Maylene unbound black hair and ruffled the strands to kiss her shoulders.  She intentionally chose a table between Alander’s posse and the bar, where his every glance toward glittering wine bottles might settle on her.  Thus far he had only employed a serving girl to fetch drinks, though she noted his roving eyes found her on occasion.  A coy smile in his direction and Maylene wagered Alander could not resist strolling closer for an intimate word.  What little she knew about the man suggested he had a fondness for chasing tail.
 
   She raised a knuckle to rub one eye and barely halted in time.  On Maylene’s instructions, Thorkell had decorated her face with cosmetics and splashed some rosy concoction into otherwise dirty hair.  She did not care for the experience and could feel gunk clinging to her skin with every facial twitch.  Why Thorkell voluntarily subjected himself to this treatment was a mystery.  She vowed to jump into Halfmoon Bay once this night ended.
 
   Choosing to sit alone invited notice, and Alander did not disappoint.  His eyes lingered over Maylene with increasing frequency, eventually staying long enough to appreciate the sight.  She encouraged such attention with playful glances of her own, meeting the man’s regard several times.  Eventually she focused on him with an unapologetic stare and smirked once he observed her blatant interest.
 
   Alander offered a grin in return, though his suggested rapacious hunger rather than flirtation.  The thought sent a shiver wriggling down Maylene’s spine.  She flicked hazel eyes downward at her own table, beckoning him closer.  Voicing a few words to his companions, Alander excused himself and stood.  A lustful gaze never veered from Maylene while he approached.
 
   He halted and tugged muslin gloves from his smooth hands, slipping them into a scarlet belt.  It was obvious those porcelain digits had refrained from lifting anything in years.  “I couldn’t help but notice you’ve taken a fancy to me.”
 
   “Only because you were eager to earn my attraction.”
 
   “Quite true,” Alander admitted.  “Care for company?”
 
   Maylene batted lustrous hair aside and breathed an exaggerated sigh.  “I am feeling lonely.  Thirsty too.  Why don’t you procure some wine and we can put an end to both?  Perhaps a bottle of Leygha chardonnay.”
 
   “You know your wines.”
 
   “Refinement is a virtue.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.  Might there be a particular vintage you’re craving?  None is beyond my means.”
 
   “Any ones later than 318 aren’t worth my time.  Though 312 was a particularly strong year.”
 
   “Among my favorites.”  A charming smile crawled through black scruff flecked in gray and he lifted one hand to signal a serving girl.
 
   Maylene reached forward and touched his hand, feeling a flush of warmth when she softly squeezed.  “I prefer a gentleman who cares for me himself.”
 
   “If it pleases you, my dear.”
 
   “You’ve no idea how much it does.”
 
   Alander casually ran one palm over Maylene’s shoulder while he brushed past, and it required every ounce of self-control in her arsenal not to cringe.  She watched him approach the bar and beckon to a tender scrubbing one mug with his cloth.  It took her a moment to locate Desin through the crowded establishment, slinking closer without attracting attention.  His mannerisms seemed to imply he was a non-entity not deserving even a hasty stare.  Though garbed in Thorkell’s swanky attire, he appeared entirely without importance.  What a practical use for his blatant lack of charisma.  She had to admit the fellow elevated pickpocketing to an art form.
 
   Once their jovial banter ended, the barkeep perused his collection while Alander leaned an elbow on the counter and waited.  Maylene directed a demure wave when he glanced back to her table, stifling the urge to gag.  Desin crossed his path with a clumsy gait, as though he suffered a limp and had an excuse for languid movements.  Maylene struggled to perceive her accomplice’s theft as Alander shifted his stance, but Desin was too efficient and flawless.  He merely continued onward without changing pace.
 
   With Alander’s back still facing her, she shoved away from the table and meandered between aristocrats.  An entry framed by stained-glass lanterns hanging beneath silver chains awaited.  She bypassed a wooden pillar carved with whirling vines and pilfered a wine bottle from one table while its denizens looked elsewhere.
 
   Her only regret in all this was missing the bamboozled and vexed reaction from Alander when he noticed her abrupt disappearance.  Seeing his face scrunched into confusion would have been a treat after enduring his unappetizing presence.  Oh well, she still had a fun game to play before the night finished.
 
   Maylene rattled the bottle by its neck and heard splashing.  Tilting it to her mouth, she was pleased to discover alcohol still resided within, since her objective was only to snatch an empty one.  She stepped over the threshold into cool evening air and nodded to the brutes standing on either side.
 
   “Have a pleasant evening, boys.”
 
   Finishing the last trace of her unexpected drink, she followed the road a short distance and slipped into one passageway.  Desin slouched against a brick wall, fiddling with ivory buttons on his borrowed shirt.  The restrictive buckram collar was already unfastened.
 
   “I feel dirty.  Thank the gods Alander is a horny schmuck.”  Maylene held out one hand and wiggled the fingers.  “Give.”
 
   “Don’t think he felt nothing,” Desin affirmed, slapping a sheet into her palm.  “Clean pull.”
 
   “His mind was focused on my eminently presentable assets.  You probably could’ve tugged the rat’s nest on his chin without him cluing in.”  She eyed nonsensical scribbles that presumably formed coherent letters and lifted a brow.  “We should’ve brought someone along who’s actually frigging literate.  Damn it all.”
 
   “I snatched it from the left pocket like you said.”
 
   “Never claimed you didn’t.  But we can’t verify this by ourselves.  Cyriana is going to laugh her arse off when she learns I somehow didn’t foresee this conundrum.  Swell.”
 
   “What would you normally have done?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “If I wasn’t here.  How would you’ve gotten the paper?”
 
   “Find a sturdy object that pleases me.  Piece of wood, piping, stuff like that.  Then whack Alander over the head, bind his arms and search until I nabbed my prize.  Probably would’ve helped myself to his purse while I was in there.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Oft times I have a tendency toward impatience.  One of my flaws.”  Maylene returned documents to Desin and wrapped her hair into a messy ponytail.  “Take the exemption papers straight to Eloran and instruct him to start producing forgeries.  Assuming they’re the real deal.  If he complains and moans have Cyriana slap sense into the man.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “Think I’ll tail our buddy during his stroll home.”
 
   “Don’t you already have what we came for?”
 
   Maylene lifted a grubby finger.  “Ah, I have most of what we came for.  Not all.  The papers are good to have, no doubt.  But we also need to know how Draugan legionaries on patrol respond to those without documents.  Are they patient and lenient since we’re residing in a peaceful city?  Or do they practice an unforgiving streak and smack around citizens who don’t conform?  Facts like that might be vital to know down the line.”
 
   “But you can’t be sure any Draugans will stop Alander.”
 
   “Naturally.  That’s why I plan to make certain they accost him.  I’m skilled at convincing strangers to tussle with one another.”
 
   “They won’t wave him past?”
 
   “Alander fancies himself a fine Asdori gentleman, and carries a rapier to stress his dignity.  A punishable offense during curfew hours for someone without papers.  No legionary would turn a blind eye to an infringement like that.  And poor unsuspecting Alander won’t hide the blade, since he doesn’t go anywhere without his documents.  Or an insatiable need to emphasis his own self-worth.  Plus then I’ll know for sure whether you swiped the right parchment.  If not, I can return to my assault over the head strategy and take everything he owns to be safe.”
 
   Desin pointed toward dark glass she held in one hand.  “Is that what the bottle is for?”
 
   “Haven’t decided.  I like having versatile tools.”
 
   “See you back at the inn.  Be safe out there.”
 
   “Don’t you worry.  I’m going to enjoy the crap out of this.”
 
   *
 
   Hands clasped behind his back, Alander Tysir strolled the deserted avenue with a hooked nose held high.  Compensating for being inexplicably spurned by a woman, Maylene surmised.  She followed at a discreet distance, hugging walls and remaining within shadows.  Light spilled from lanterns at regular intervals and Alander showed no hesitation in walking the streets alone after nightfall.  Arroyo residents were a coddled breed living in their tranquil bubble.  Let him try such ill-advised arrogance in a city where Maylene’s criminal ilk roamed.  She suspected his survival in Ercora or Soroth might last a solitary week.  Body collectors would find his stiff, conceited corpse the sunrise after he presumed to think himself untouchable.  No doubt still wearing a haughty expression.
 
   She sighted two female legionaries standing at a crossroads ahead and watching the boulevard opposite.  As Alander neared their position Maylene realized with belated frustration that neither sentry would spy his passage.  He must be on a less frequented road, since both Draugans faced a broader thoroughfare.
 
   Cursing in muted tones, Maylene scampered closer and hunched alongside an empty wagon tucked partially beneath one awning.  She hoisted the bottle in her hand and hurled it near Alander, missing intentionally high on an arch toward one stone wall.  Glass shattered with a piercing shriek and Maylene snickered at Alander’s stupefied reaction.  He pitched himself backward and barely remained upright, scrabbling against a lamppost to steady his footing.  Legionaries turned at the harsh noise clutching swords and noticed a lone figure.  Scarlet cloaks billowed from their shoulders and segmented armor plates clattered as the pair approached at an undignified jog.  White and black plumes waved atop iron helms.
 
   “Hold citizen,” one woman commanded.
 
   Alander halted in the orange glow beneath a lamp and scratched his chin through coarse hairs, struggling to regain any lost dignity.  “Good evening, soldiers.  Might I be of assistance?”
 
   One sucked her teeth and eyed his waist.  “Lovely blade strapped to your hip.”
 
   He patted the burnished pommel and smiled with more affection than he had shown Maylene.  “You have a keen eye.  Of course, I wouldn’t expect any less from legionaries.”
 
   “Valmorran steel?”
 
   “Only the finest for a man of worth.  The hilt is wrapped in oceanic vargholskin, and the velvet scabbard rimmed with silver.”
 
   “Are you aware traveling armed during curfew hours is illegal under Imperial law?  Confiscating the weapon at minimum, with the potential for imprisonment.”
 
   “Same goes for wandering the streets after dark without light,” noted the other woman.
 
   “I have authorization to do both,” Alander claimed.
 
   “Happy to hear it.  Once we verify the papers you can be on your way.”
 
   “Certainly.”  Alander tucked one hand into a vest pocket and his expression changed from cheerful to distressed.  Maylene savored the sight from her hidden vantage point.
 
   By now the legionaries shifted stances as though their patience was lessening.  Alander grew more frazzled, scouring each pocket and nook available on his clothing.  “I had it earlier this evening.  But I don’t…I don’t know where it is.”
 
   “You mean to tell us you don’t have exemption documents?” one soldier asked.
 
   “That doesn’t bode well for your night,” remarked the other.
 
   “It’s here,” he asserted.  “I know it is.  I never venture outside without my papers.”
 
   “All evidence to the contrary, it seems you might’ve.”
 
   “Carrying blades without exemption is a criminal offense.”
 
   “I know what it means!” Alander shouted.
 
   “Care to try again?” questioned one woman.  Her voice held an icy edge.
 
   “Forgive me.”  He removed a hand from his pocket and wiped a sweaty brow.  “I’m feeling flustered.  I remember having the documents earlier this evening.”
 
   “Though you have no proof to support this claim.”
 
   One woman leaned closer for a moment.  “And you reek of booze.”
 
   “My name is Alander Tysir.”
 
   “Pleased to make your acquaintance.  You can call me Ma’am.  Same goes for her.”
 
   Maylene watched a mystified expression appear on Alander’s face, as though baffled the ignorant legionaries showed no recognition at the mention of his name.  The man truly did lug around a colossal ego.
 
   “Have you never heard of me?” he demanded.
 
   “Oh, shoot.  I’ve been taking the time to memorize every name and face in the city.”  She tapped her helm with a faint clink.  “All thirty-two thousand of ‘em.  But I still have a couple hundred left to go.  You must be in that pile.  What rotten luck.”
 
   Her compatriot seemed less inclined to sarcasm.  “Unless you’re a commanding officer in the legions, then we damn well don’t know or care who you are.”
 
   “I’m an employee of Vinaldor himself,” replied Alander.
 
   “Doing what, filing papers and sealing envelopes?  Maybe a little cleaning on the side?”
 
   “I manage the lending arm of his enterprise.”
 
   “Sounds important,” one soldier responded, glancing to her companion.  “Doesn’t he issue travel documents to his influential staff?”
 
   “I have one!” Alander bellowed.
 
   “Not tonight you don’t.  And this right here is the only time that matters.”
 
   “You’ll have to accept my word that I misplaced my exemption papers.”
 
   “No, we don’t.  You might not have heard, but in the Empire civilians don’t command soldiers.  Whether you consent to our decision or not, we’re escorting you to a magistrate.  You can plead your case before him.”  She held out one hand.  “And until that time you’ll relinquish your blade.”
 
   “I’ll make certain your officers hear about this mistreatment,” Alander warned.
 
   “Is that a promise?  Because he’ll be thrilled and might even take me off this shit nightly patrol.  Please do complain with my blessing.  Ooh, can you claim I roughed you up a little, too?  Officers love when we’re hands-on with malcontents.”
 
   “How dare you refer to me—”
 
   The other woman lifted her gauntlet and Alander barely stopped himself before making contact.  “Be careful what threats and insults you lob at us.  Keeping us happy is in your best interest.  Otherwise a confiscated sword will be the least of your concerns.  We’ve been exceedingly patient with your antics and I’m about to lose my tolerance completely.  Follow us willingly or be dragged sobbing hysterically.  Your choice.”
 
   Her companion rested one gauntlet on a protruding sword hilt.  “Please choose the second one.”
 
   Alander’s shoulders sagged and he nodded.  “I’ll attend willingly.”
 
   “Excellent.  Now I won’t ask you again.  Your sword.”
 
   He unfastened the scabbard from his belt and slapped velvet into her awaiting palm.  “Do not let one scratch mar that blade.”
 
   “You have my word.”  She turned and motioned him onward.  “This way.”
 
   Maylene watched the legionaries flank Alander and depart from sight.  She stood and dusted grit from her trousers, pondering why those soldiers were unaccountably forgiving and polite.  In her experience army grunts were not famed for having a sympathetic nature.  Small minds given a taste of authority did not promote leniency.  Perhaps these ones acted in a peculiar way because Alander looked the part of a respected gentleman not prone to falsehoods.  Wearing her normal grubby clothes, Maylene suspected she might be shown less forbearance and courtesies.  Given time, a peaceable city with no recent history of conflict also softened garrisoning troops.  Plus those soldiers did not look to be hardened veterans of the Almayan rebellion.
 
   She ambled alongside closed shops, taking care to remain in shadows.  Maylene could grow accustomed to undertaking jobs in a place like this.  So woefully unprepared for her kind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Fools are everywhere, and a persuasive tongue can recruit the ideal pawn to do your bidding.  Make them feel appreciated, fill their pockets with silver, satisfy a yearning for revenge, it doesn’t matter.  I’ve used a dozen different tactics to wrap someone around my finger.  And each attempt worked, because I appealed to their sordid desires.
 
   From the Trial of Farien Taerlon, Day 5
 
   308 Black Ruin, Year of the Tangled Glade
 
    
 
   16 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Maylene swallowed wine from a pewter goblet and surveyed the tavern’s denizens above its crumpling rim.  Scattered twilight struggled to pierce windows evidently not on speaking terms with soap or even water.  Perpetual gloom suited her tastes fine for this errand, since clueless males were unlikely to saunter over and mumble some idiotic attempt at flattery or seduction.  Men could not lust after a woman enveloped in blissful murk.  Or at least with less frequency, since she had already turned one away with a cheerful promise to enlist him in the country’s eunuch ranks free of charge.
 
   She cast eyes toward a petite figure draped in loose fabrics at the alehouse’s threshold.  The delicate girl flitted through the establishment with a hood drawn over her head, unnoticed or dismissed by hardened clientele.  Galens were nigh untouchable in this city, though only when traveling in conspicuous garb.  Kimiko donned unassuming clothes instead, passing herself as one more lonely wanderer.  Maylene clenched fingers around a worn leather grip tucked into her belt and waited for a drunken patron to turn presumptive.  Fortunately the newcomer truly was unremarkable and not worth undue attention.  Maylene released her weapon and caught Kimiko’s uncertain gaze with an upraised hand.
 
   “Evening,” she purred.  “I’m pleased you were receptive to my invitation.”
 
   Kimiko settled into a groaning chair and withdrew the hood, uncovering olive hued skin flushed with sweat.  She placed small hands on the table and drummed her fingers.
 
   “Loosen up, girlie.  You look all manner of guilty or on the path to a nefarious deed.  For a sweet teenager to pull that expression off is saying something.  Tone down the stress before we attract undue notice.  We can’t have prying chaps wondering why we might be meeting in shadows, looking all suspicious.”
 
   Kimiko inhaled a breath and tucked one imaginary black strand behind her ear.  Since each hair was fastidiously gathered into a solitary braid, Maylene wondered if it might be a habitual compulsion brought on by anxiety.  The girl must be a wreck during her examinations.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered.  “I’m not used to this.”
 
   Maylene lifted a clay bottle and grinned.  “Do you drink?”
 
   “Not usually, no.”
 
   “You do now.”  She poured amber liquid into one mug and slid it across to Kimiko.  “Down the hatch.  It’ll settle your nerves some.”
 
   She lifted her cup in tentative hands and sipped pear wine sweetened with honey.  Droplets glittered on her scowling lips.
 
   “Feel better?  Drink a few more bottles and you’ll like it plenty, I’d wager.  Interested in eating at all?  It’s on me.”
 
   “Not hungry,” Kimiko answered, sliding a queasy tongue from her mouth.
 
   Maylene slouched one arm atop a neighboring chair.  “Try not to hate the booze so much.  Aren’t you a student?  I thought your kind was notorious for carousing and disdaining that woeful affliction of sobriety.”
 
   “I’m sixteen.”
 
   “Shit, you galens really are naïve.  Cram your noses in ancient books long enough and you forget life in the real world.  I’m only ten years your senior, and I have fond memories of drunken escapades stretching back fifteen years.  Truthfully, those memories are fuzzy and difficult as hell to recall, but that’s the bloody point.  I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   Kimiko flicked her eyes over a shoulder and hunched in her chair.  “This isn’t the sort of place I normally choose to dine.”
 
   “Course it isn’t.  I don’t want your chums spying you with a strange woman and asking questions.  No reason to feel a tad squeamish around all these cuddly characters though.  This is my territory and I watch over my own.”
 
   “Your own?”
 
   “That’s what you are now, lass.  My willing agent.”
 
   “Maybe this is all a mistake.”
 
   “You need to decide what’s more important to you.  Starwatch can keep one dusty scroll no one ever reads, or you can continue your schooling and grow up helping folks.  Only one of those can be true.  Be honest, which is more appealing to you?”
 
   The girl swallowed a lump and cast blue eyes to hands folded around her mug.  “Staying here and finishing my training.”
 
   “Correct answer.  I hope this realization colors your thinking from here on out.”
 
   “I won’t forget.”
 
   “I should hope not.  I’m sure there are plenty bribery opportunities for me out there, but I’m your only hope of solving these maddening conundrums.”
 
   Kimiko scratched a furrowed brow.  “What, um, happens now?”
 
   “We’ve chosen to bequeath you with enough silver for your next semester, but nothing more.  Not until you’ve proven a worthwhile investment.”
 
   “And afterward?”
 
   “You’ll get what you’ve earned for services rendered.  If you can’t answer most questions I have, don’t hoist your expectations high.  But prove yourself invaluable and we’ll see to it you never have to want for money again.  A month’s servitude to us and you can reside here until you’re a full galen.  I know the thought pleases you, kid.”
 
   “Before I do this, I need your word that no one will be hurt.  Please.”
 
   “I suppose now is as good a time as any to offer this warning.  Don’t get into the habit of making demands and listing stipulations.  I won’t be accommodating if you do.  But I’ll tolerate this one because you’re still young and practicing naiveté like it’s a summer fashion.  No one will be hurt by our hands.  Our business is acquiring artifacts without being seen, and we’re enviably skilled at it.  I have never killed while on the job before and I don’t intend to forego my streak.  You’re free to think my hesitation stems from sentimentality, but the fact is killing makes my task messier.  I abhor murder because it slows me down and smacks of amateurish handiwork.  Morality is a useless concept conjured by philosophers so they have something to waste time discussing.  I’m a professional, not some sloppy novice.  You can trust my word for that reason alone.  Don’t misunderstand me however, because I’m no saint.  I have killed many people in my life.  I have a knack for committing the deed.  Just none while performing what I was hired for.”  Maylene slurped sweet wine and cleaned her mouth with a sleeve.  “But if it makes you sleep easy, fine.  I solemnly vow not to hurt a living soul.  I can’t promise one of your literati chums won’t get stupid and force my hand, but I’ll do what I can to avoid the situation.  Beyond that there aren’t guarantees in this profession.”
 
   “Okay,” Kimiko consented, licking one slender lip.  “What is it you’re stealing?”
 
   “Sorry, sweetie.  You don’t find that out.  It’ll need to be enough for you to learn our valuable item is kept in the library.”
 
   “You’re certain what you want is in the House of Wisdom?  Not every artifact is kept on those floors.”
 
   “Quite certain.  The relic we covet is on the third story, but we haven’t any clue beyond that.”
 
   “I’m only a learner,” explained Kimiko.  “I can’t enter the highest library.  Not until I’m an adept, and that’ll be years from now.”
 
   “I don’t need you to stroll in and stuff the parchment into your pocket.  That’s for us to accomplish.  We only need to learn about obstacles awaiting us.  I don’t doubt you can discover what those are.  The more thorough you are, the greater our chances of achieving this without trouble.  In return you won’t need to pack your bags and mope about an unjust expulsion.  If you miss a challenge that confounds us, you get nothing.  It’s in your best interest to be meticulous.”
 
   Kimiko nodded, unravelling a bang from her knotted hair.  “I can…I can do that.  I already know some elements that might help you.”
 
   “By all means, share with the rest of us.”
 
   “The third level is restricted at all times except to those with a key.  All senior librarians carry one, and beyond that only two others that I know about, though there might be others.  I’d be surprised if members of the Governing Circle don’t each have one.  But the ones I know for certain are Galen Chaereas and Almar Graycloak, Captain of the Starwatch Guard.”
 
   “Look at you, proving beneficial at the outset.  We didn’t know who had keys.  Who’s this Chayray?”
 
   “Chaereas.  He’s the Headmaster for Starwatch.  The honcho galen, I guess you could say.”
 
   “Can you tell me where the chambers are for anyone with a key?”
 
   “The librarians share a common dormitory in the west atrium on ground level.  Galen Chaereas and others in the Governing Circle have studies on the eighth floor and Captain Graycloak resides on the first.  I can draw you a rough layout.”
 
   “Make sure you do.”  Maylene rubbed an inexplicably itchy chin and pursed her lips.  “Dormitories are notoriously difficult to breach.  It’s a damned certainty someone will always be loitering about.  For now let’s ignore the librarians.  The other two are promising though.  Far easier to ensure one man is away and unlikely to return.  I might need to go with the study up on floor eight.  There’ll be less foot traffic than down on the ground level.  But we’ll explore this topic later.  For now I’ve some questions to toss your way.”
 
   “I’ll answer as best I can.”
 
   “I’ve no doubt.  We’ve gleaned unpleasant gossip about extra muscle masquerading as lowly laborers.  Is there any truth to those tales?”
 
   “I don’t know, but most students have heard similar stories.  I know I have.  It might be true.  The only ones who’d know for sure are the Starwatch Guard.”
 
   “Let’s try a more apropos inquiry, then.  We know outsiders are forbidden from entering the grounds on an ordinary, run of the mill day, but that exemptions exist.  What are those?”
 
   “Not many,” answered Kimiko.  “Potential students are encouraged to go on a tour before acceptance.  I did when I was ten.  Rich folks who want to patronize Starwatch or give a gift are also welcome with an escort.”
 
   “Give a gift, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, wealthy families are always bestowing heirlooms and books to the library if they don’t have children.  It’s how we get a lot of our scrolls.  I’ve helped sort through some donations.  And of course people are allowed onto our grounds during the Fete.”
 
   “The Fete?  Is that some mysterious galen celebration?”
 
   “No, it’s the Eclipsing Radiance festival practiced throughout the entire country.  To honor Adonas and the summer solstice on 21 Nashrenir.  Aren’t you Asdori?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve participated in the festival before.  Glory to the sun god and all that.  I’m not sure what relevance it has for our conversation though.”
 
   “Here in Arroyo Starwatch hosts it.”
 
   “Kimiko, my dirt poor little minion, I could kiss you.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana lifted her head from entwined fingers resting atop a pillow when the door to her bedchamber whacked ajar.  Maylene strode in with Baskaran and Eloran in tow, the latter mumbling curses and threats.
 
   “Where’s Thorkell?” she demanded.
 
   Cyriana lowered her head and stared upward at the ceiling.  “Surveillance with Zalla.”
 
   “Whatever.  We don’t need him anyways.  The Eclipsing Radiance next month.”
 
   “What of it?” inquired Cyriana.  “I didn’t think you’d turn religious and start converting us heathens.”
 
   “I couldn’t care less for Adonas.  He’s just one more prick lording over us and making my skin hurt.  But we’re all attending his grand festival in Nashrenir.”
 
   “Are we now?”
 
   “Not being an Asdori native I must admit a certain ignorance,” Baskaran declared.
 
   “Eurus has a jubilee for the Depthless One, doesn’t it?” asked Maylene.
 
   “The Awakening Tide, yes.”
 
   “Same thing, but here in Asdor the sun god is worshiped above all others.  It’s one of the few religious festivals the Draugan Empire tolerates and hasn’t chosen to stomp into dust.  According to Asdori traditions, revelers are hosted at affluent citizens’ homes on the summer solstice.  Everyone is supposed to be equal under the sun’s gaze, but this is the only day we pretend it’s halfway true.  Starwatch fulfills that role here rather than some rich family.  Everyone in the city is welcomed onto grounds sanctified by the galens.  Locals and foreigners alike.  We only need to pretend to be sun god devotees.”
 
   “That’s our night,” Cyriana affirmed, jerking upright into a sitting position on her bed.  “Someone pour a libation to Adonas, because he’s lending a hand to our dastardly schemes.”
 
   “All we have is wine,” replied Eloran.
 
   “Never mind then.  I can’t permit spilling a drink that tasty.  We’ll mumble a prayer in his name later if we remember.”
 
   “Wait, won’t there be Draugans at a grand city event?” questioned Baskaran.
 
   Maylene smirked and shook her head.  “Gods no.  There isn’t a Dashan worshiper alive who’d be caught dead at a pagan festival.”
 
   “But there will be heightened security,” Eloran noted.  “The galens would be fools not to hire additional goons.”
 
   “Even so,” Cyriana said, “I’d say being invited to waltz right onto their front lawn negates the danger of extra swords.  Maylene, where are revelers allowed to mill around?”
 
   “All walkways, gardens, courtyards.  Basically anything the sun touches.  They’re poetic, I guess.  It’s mostly restricted to outdoors, but a few buildings will host feasts.”
 
   “And Starwatch Tower?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  Though we’re only permitted to explore ground level.”
 
   Cyriana felt an uncharacteristic giggle escape her throat.  “This is truly beautiful.  Finding a way into the tower was our most difficult challenge.  A hundred extra patrolling guards won’t spoil my mood so long as we can saunter through their entry.  Skulking higher will be easy compared to infiltrating barred gates.”
 
   “And our homeland truly does not matter?” questioned Eloran.  “It’s abundantly obvious Maylene is the only one among us with squinty eyes.”
 
   “You’d better choose your words more carefully, old timer,” she threatened.  “Because you don’t want to call an Asdori squinty ever again.  I’ve never been above strangling my elders.”
 
   “Smarten the hell up, Eloran,” Cyriana rebuked.  “Or she won’t be the only one lambasting your thick skull.  And remember I hit much harder than she does.  But racist slur aside, the question is a good one.  Can a Shiylan or Eurote stroll into the Fete without raising the guards’ hackles?”
 
   Maylene glared with murderous intent at Eloran.  “Next time there’ll be no warning.  I’ll shove my boot up your arsehole and that’ll be the end of it.  I’ll have you coughing up cured leather for days.”  She softened her features a smidgen and faced Cyriana.  “The festival is open to all, no matter their culture or moronic beliefs.  Adonas touches everyone, so his celebration is based on the same inclusiveness.”  Hazel eyes shifted to encompass Eloran.  “Even though I’ve now learned the merits of excluding certain undesirables.”
 
   “This is the best news I’ve heard since meeting our shadowy benefactor,” Cyriana admitted.  “Give your cute little pawn coins for another semester.  I’d reckon she’s earned it.”
 
   “Might keep the lass under our thumb if we spoon feed her silver in dribbles.”
 
   “We have a month to plan our heist.  If we miss this there won’t be another golden opportunity.  Not unless we kick around here until next year, and no one wants to spend that long with Eloran.  I mean to seize the chance we’ve been given with both hands and not let go.”
 
   *
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   Maylene threw the door open, unbuttoned her jacket and tossed it to crumple on a chair.  She grumbled while kicking dusty boots into one corner.
 
   “Crappy day?” inquired Cyriana.
 
   “You might say that.  Had to traipse around to five different alehouses to learn pertinent information on the festival.  Wouldn’t have been too bothersome if I didn’t need to stay sharp-eyed and sober all the while.  And every chump I talked to only wanted to drone on and on about the free food and fancy spectacles.”
 
   “Spectacles?”
 
   “Apparently Starwatch has acrobats and knife throwers and jugglers and fire eaters.  Plus all sorts of other performers.  Want to know their names?  My knowledge of the security is lacking, but boy have I got plenty to share regarding the damned entertainment.”
 
   “I’d rather discuss the relevant intelligence you gathered.”
 
   “Not terribly encouraging, it must be said.”  Maylene snatched leftover bread crust from a platter and shoved it into her mouth.  “Starwatch guards perform a cursory search on everyone who enters during the Fete.”
 
   “How cursory?”
 
   Chewed morsels of wet bread splattered from her mouth.  “Not enough to offend the dignity of nobles and various officials.  I’d likely have no trouble sneaking a lock pick in, provided I felt like taking the risk.  Anything larger and we’re playing with fire.  No bags or satchels are allowed on the grounds either, and all weapons are confiscated.”
 
   “It seems we’ll pay a price to be permitted entry.”
 
   “I’ll say.”
 
   “Then I think it’s high time we become generous donors.”
 
   “Oh?”  Maylene licked one finger and used it to collect surviving bread crumbs on the plate.  “Stricken with a bout of magnanimity these days?”
 
   “Only insofar as it helps further my ruse.”
 
   “This is assuming the highbrow scholars even accept your tokens of affection.”
 
   “I know they will.  Galens are as gluttonous as us ordinary folk.  Their desires might follow different paths than ours, is all.”
 
   “And what gets a galen hot and bothered?”
 
   “Books, my dear,” responded Cyriana.  “Literature is what they drool over.”
 
   “An unappetizing concept to imagine.”
 
   “Time for Rope to climb off his arse and make himself useful to us.  And time for you to do a little shopping.”
 
   “What do I have a mind to purchase?” inquired Maylene.
 
   “Things you already own.”
 
   “I see.  Feeling a little vague today, are we?”
 
   “It’ll all make sense in the coming weeks.  I’m enduring an unexpected stint of brilliance.”
 
   “I suppose we’re all due eventually.”
 
   “I’ll gather the necessary funds for you while I have a chitchat with Cord.  It’ll also give me time to conjure a shopping list.  Don’t hesitate adding to my recommendations as the aim becomes clear.”
 
   “If it ever does.”
 
   “Shush.”  Cyriana flung her own coat on and strode through their open entry.  “Genius at work.”
 
   *
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   Sunlit rays shone through verdant foliage rustling in the breeze to illumine dappled flowers coating the forest floor.  Cyriana watched a songbird flit from one branch to another and serenade all those present.  She closed her eyes and felt a caressing wind rake through unbound hair, happy to relish in the tranquility until it was inevitably ruined.  The wait was not long in coming.
 
   “Nature blows,” Thorkell grumbled.  He bent down to swab filth smeared across the toes of one boot and inadvertently rubbed his face against a drooping shrub.  He glowered at the offending bush, which responded with anticipated indifference.
 
   Perched cross-legged against a collapsed log shrouded in spongy moss, Maylene growled.  “I’ve already told you why we’re here.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” he snorted.  “I know.  We can’t risk performing your exhibition in a populated area.”
 
   “And still you insist on complaining.”
 
   “Merely because I understand your purpose doesn’t necessarily mean I respect it.”
 
   Maylene unstoppered one small vial and poured clear liquid into a clay bowl resting on the ground.  “Is Zalla whinging like a misbegotten brat?”
 
   “I like it out here.”  She crouched and sniffed a blue-tinged flower.  “It’s peaceful.”
 
   Cyriana directed a finger at the blooming plant.  “Know what type of flower that is?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   “You forgot?” asked Thorkell.  “You’re mortal like the rest of us?”
 
   Zalla wiped spores from her fingertips and climbed upright.  “I have to learn the information first before I can remember it forever.  It isn’t sorcery.”
 
   “You know Thorkell, you could have stayed behind with Eloran,” asserted Cyriana.  “But you demanded to share in the secret.”
 
   “Curiosity is a cruel mistress indeed,” he bemoaned.
 
   “Only for those who are stuck with you.”
 
   “This perilous medley you’re brewing,” said Thorkell, shifting his attention.
 
   Maylene cocked a brow.  “What about it?”
 
   “How’d you inherit the recipe?  Since you’re neither a galen nor an apothecary.  I wasn’t aware lock pickers meddled in distilling deadly cocktails.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.  But in this instance I have an acquaintance who loves to tinker and experiment.  And before you ask, Cyriana and you don’t know him.  But he’s fabricated some of my more outlandish requests.  I happened to be with him when he stumbled on this concoction.  Scared the ever loving crap out of us both.  So far as I know he hasn’t shared the formula with another soul.  And he’d probably smack me in the mouth if he knew I’d divulged it to you three.”
 
   “To be fair you haven’t actually told us what the ingredients are.”
 
   “She recited the whole list to me,” Zalla affirmed.
 
   Thorkell scrunched his brow.  “Wait, you shared it with her and not yours truly?”
 
   Maylene shrugged and set aside a pouch.  “I needed someone to learn it in case I’m unable to brew a batch.  Unlike some people I know, she’ll never forget.”
 
   Zalla smiled at Thorkell and tapped her temple with a forefinger.
 
   “Plus I’ve come to trust her,” Maylene said.  “Though even the fact that I’m disclosing these results is bad enough.  I’m a crook, but my associate isn’t.  He never wanted this to be used for ill and was rightly afraid it would be.  Which is why you’re tolerating my caution.”
 
   She settled one empty flask on the ground and lifted a bowl brimming with thick gray paste.  Her eyes scowled into the dish until she produced a satisfied grunt and stood.
 
   Thorkell’s irritated eyes perked.  “Time to finally learn what all the fuss is about?”
 
   Maylene stepped back and dusted her hands.  “Redundant warnings first.  This shit is dangerous.  And I’m going to tell you that again and again until I’m certain it sinks in.  This is far and away the most volatile and hazardous substance I’ve ever witnessed.”
 
   “Seems strange to manufacture the stuff if it’s got your stomach all aflutter,” declared Thorkell.
 
   “The reasons are that it also happens to be fiendish, exceedingly beneficial and crucial to the heist.  I don’t see a clever way around our obstacles otherwise.  If I found a stratagem to achieve our purposes without unveiling my infusion, then I would.  And I’d be happy about it.  Problem is my options are limited given the discouraging schematics Rope provided.”
 
   Maylene collected her clay bowl in delicate hands and poured gray sludge onto a mammoth stone bulging from the ground.  Using a wadded cloth, she scraped gooey remnants off clay and retreated.  She retrieved a bottle from her bag, yanked its cork free and poured water into the bowl over what remained of the gray muck.
 
   “You can pin blame on the galens for constructing a tower that’s nearly immune to thievery,” said Cyriana.  “They’re the ones forcing more creative solutions from us criminal elements, if you ask me.”
 
   Thorkell flinched when a falling leaf darted near his face and attempted to swat the intrusive foliage aside, striking only air.  “What’d you and the tinkering man name this stuff?”
 
   “We didn’t,” Maylene remarked.  “Giving a name implies existence, and we preferred to delude ourselves into believing it doesn’t.”
 
   “We’re delving dangerously close into the philosophical.  Or is it the nonsensical?  A name doesn’t grant power or confer meaning.  Just makes it simpler for us to discuss the subject, since I don’t want to point and call it, ‘that stuff’.  I believe yours deserves one.  What say you to Gray Soup?  Or maybe Gummy Goo.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re giving this the proper deference.”
 
   “Congealed Chowder?”
 
   “Call it whatever you want.”  Maylene withdrew one candle from her haversack, along with a dagger and flint.  “Always apply this indoors or under shade like we are now, away from direct sunlight.”
 
   “Why’s that?” Thorkell questioned.
 
   “It reacts to heat.”
 
   Maylene sparked her candle to life and crept closer with an eye on the glowing wick.  She placed one hand atop the rock and touched a pulsing flame to lumpy muck.  A sallow orange discoloration crawled over gray and sizzled as though broiling meat.  She snuffed her candle and retreated, thrusting out one hand when she glimpsed how close the others stood.  “Get back.  You’ll still see it fine, trust me.”
 
   The luminance intensified and shifted to glaring white, emitting harsh hisses and tossing sparks that shone like shooting stars.  Stone melted beneath the shifting radiance and subsided, gouging a smooth hole straight through.  Sharp crackles quietened gradually, intense white softened and embers ceased bursting to life.
 
   Cyriana shuffled closer and stared into the burrowed pit.  Pale pinpricks fizzled and spewed halfhearted crackles at its bottom, but the reaction had otherwise died.
 
   “That is more than a little terrifying,” mumbled Thorkell.  “I won’t say this often, but I did indeed fail to give necessary respect.”
 
   “You can see why I insisted we hike out to a patch of deserted wilderness,” responded Maylene.
 
   “For once I don’t feel the desire to argue with you.  Not after that demonstration.”
 
   Cyriana turned back to Maylene.  “Why did it stop?”
 
   “The reaction only lasts for a short time until the stuff eventually burns itself out.  We haven’t isolated the components enough to know which one has a brief life.  There might be a way to lengthen the process if we swapped one ingredient for another, but I don’t feel like discovering more potent alternatives.”
 
   “One can hardly blame you.”
 
   “Oh, and one more thing.  Never let this concoction come into contact with your skin.”
 
   “Shouldn’t it be harmless without the addition of fire?” Thorkell queried.
 
   “You’d think that, but no.”  Maylene gathered her supplies and dumped them into the awaiting haversack.  “Like I said, the stuff is volatile.  We suspect that heat from your flesh might potentially cause a reaction to start.  Especially if you’re nervous or sweating.  It won’t generate the heat needed to chew through stone mind you, but it’ll still eat down to the bone.”
 
   “Gods.”
 
   “You suspect it might?” asked Cyriana.  “You aren’t certain?”
 
   “There’s enough we don’t know about its characteristics to warrant caution.”
 
   “What about once the brew cools?  Is it still dangerous to come into contact with?”
 
   “Nope.  You can shove your hand in there right now and play with what’s left if the urge strikes.  When the burning dies, it’s safe to touch.  And it won’t reignite, even if you scrape the remains into an oven.  The reaction gives no repeat performances.”
 
   “At least that aspect doesn’t leave me feeling uneasy.”  Cyriana eyed charred wisps billowing from the smoldering crater and felt a moment of unease.  “Still a month to go until 21 Nashrenir.  We might devise a more subtle resolution in that time.  I wouldn’t mind not seeing this in action again.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Let all the world’s knowledge henceforth be gathered in one library, where the brightest and most eager academics will assemble for dialogue and debate.  No longer shall a thousand scholars and antiquarians each amass a thousand scrolls of literature and wisdom to fill a thousand personal collections.  My mind rebels at continuing in the fragmentary manner we’ve followed for centuries.  Only together as one voice can we hope to learn the mysteries that have eluded our ancestors.
 
   An address delivered by Galen Honorius, dated 7 Katerinis
 
   A.U.C. 641, Eleventh Regnal Year of Empress
 
   Octavia Tiberianus Drusilla, the Learned
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   Maylene inspected pallid wax reflecting lantern light and snapped the brass locket closed.  She tucked it within a pocket and did likewise for spare wax lining another thin case.  Lock picks and torsion wrenches were arrayed atop tanned chamois leather, which she rolled and placed into her doublet.
 
   Thorkell finished ruffling a pleated cravat dyed dark burgundy and frowned.  “Remind me again why you need to do this.  Risks are necessary, but unnecessary risks threaten the game.  I’m sure you can pick the damn lock when the time comes.”
 
   “I don’t doubt I could,” she answered.  “But how much time will I have?  There’s no way to know how long it might take me, or how rushed our timeline.  Securing the key fixes both dilemmas.  There’s also the chance a lock this valuable might be warded.”
 
   Desin glanced over from where he sat at the table, a smattering of raisins held in one hand.  “Warded?  You mean sealed with spells?”
 
   “No, not with spells, you moron.  We aren’t living some faery tale.  Warded means the lock has specific obstructions to prevent it from opening unless the right key is used.  The obstacles are called wards.”
 
   Desin grumbled and ambled toward the door.  “Going downstairs for a drink.”
 
   Watching him depart, Maylene shook her head and slipped a dagger up one sleeve.  “Can’t even take my friendly abuse.  Thought a street kid would’ve had tougher skin.”
 
   “All this talk of wards,” said Thorkell, “means what for us?”
 
   “Means I’d have a much tougher time trying to bypass the thing.  When I have wax impressions for the key you’ll see the complexity I’m talking about.  There’ll be intricate cavities and notches, while the lock boasts grooves, bends and other bullshit hassles.  Let’s all believe in the lock picker’s professional opinion for once.  Might not seem intuitive, but slinking into Starwatch and waxing the key may prove faster than picking a warded lock.”
 
   “We’ll have to trust you,” affirmed Cyriana.
 
   “At least one person has a little faith.  Plus this way I can survey the tower’s interior and verify its layout before we march in blind.”  She glanced toward the false-facer.  “You’ve also given me the ideal entry.”
 
   “You’re certain they won’t have the presence of mind to search underneath?” Thorkell questioned.  “It does seem rather self-evident.”
 
   “Why would they?  This is a school, not a lord’s castle.  They aren’t infallible.”
 
   “I’ll write those words on your tombstone if this all goes to hell,” Cyriana promised.
 
   “Funny.”  Maylene regarded the pale con man while he stared into a small mirror, ostensibly primping his fancy scarf, though she suspected he was only admiring the reflection.  “How do I know you won’t fail wretchedly tonight, pretty boy?  You know nothing about books.”
 
   “Ah, but I’m fluent in falsities.  And I only need to pretend to know about books.  Feigning expertise and truly having expertise are so utterly unrelated as to be different matters altogether.”
 
   Zalla rapped a knuckle against the common room’s entry and leaned within from the hallway.  “Our carriage is outside waiting.”
 
   Maylene slipped a narrow stiletto into one boot and cracked her fingers.  “Rope made certain the contents are as we requested?”
 
   “He’d damn well better have,” snarled Cyriana.
 
   “Far as I can tell, everything’s there,” Zalla answered, prodding a loose splinter in the doorframe with one finger.  “I can’t be sure unless I unpack it all.  Would you like me to?”
 
   “No reason that I can see.  Twine hasn’t failed our demands thus far.  This was also the easier list to fulfill.”
 
   “Plus we’ll have some time on our hands during the leisurely ride,” Maylene added.  “We can investigate while we’re bored.”
 
   “Once again,” Cyriana inquired of the youngest felon, “what’s your name?”
 
   Zalla scrunched her face for a moment.  “Blaer Sororssa, from Miklagard on Zyrah Island.”
 
   “Good.  And your Irbi isn’t too rusty in case you’re introduced to a Zyreni galen?”
 
   “I’ll be fluent in it forever.”
 
   “Ah, right.  My mistake in asking.  Remember, the most crucial aspect of any con is exuding confidence.  That’s why Thorkell is so damned good at this stuff.  He’s among the most arrogant men you’ll ever meet.”
 
   “Confidence,” Zalla repeated.  “I can be confident.  I’m a Zyreni named Blaer.  I grew up on the Molten Sea coast and paid homage to King Malvald Thonarsson.  Nothing to it.”
 
   “Isn’t Thyrsus the king?” Thorkell questioned.
 
   “Only for the last three years.  Malvald would’ve ruled if I’d lived there as a child.”
 
   “Why do I even ask?  Of course you damn well know.”
 
   Zalla wrinkled her forehead and offered him a bemused stare.  “Wait, you’re actually Zyreni.  I’m just pretending to be.  Do you honestly not know who your own king is?”
 
   “I left home two decades ago.  I didn’t care who sat his arse on the throne when I lived there, and I sure as hell don’t give a shit now that I’m almost a thousand leagues to the south.”
 
   “He’s a worldly fellow, as you can imagine,” Maylene said.
 
   Cyriana turned her gaze to Zalla.  “Sounds as though you’ve put more thought into this scheme than Thorkell.  But if you aren’t thrilled with lying, then shrivel up and adopt a shy persona.  Leave Thorkell to field questions and handle subterfuge.  Given how much he loves hearing his own voice, this shouldn’t be difficult.”
 
   Maylene whacked Thorkell on the shoulder.  “Watch out for her, you pompous prick.  You’re not in there alone tonight.”
 
   “I’m insulted you think I’d do otherwise.  Zalla, I give you my word one eye will always be observing you.”
 
   “Only because the man’s enamored with your posterior,” Maylene affirmed.
 
   Zalla blushed and retreated into the hallway without uttering another word.  Maylene answered Thorkell’s glower with a jovial smirk and watched him depart grumbling.  She turned and found Cyriana seated at a table as though carefree.  “Have any plans for the evening, Cy?”
 
   “There’s a chicken downstairs that needs eating.”
 
   “Don’t rightly know how you endure this life.  I’ll pray for your good fortune while hiding from lethal guards.”
 
   “Desin also labors under a fatal misconception that he can best me in High Royal.”
 
   “You’re going to play cards with a sleight of hand connoisseur?  What makes you think he won’t cheat?”
 
   Cyriana glanced up, her hands deftly shuffling scarlet cards she had produced from a pocket.  “The fact I’ve cheated at the game myself for the better part of a decade.  I’d like to see him try out cheating me.”
 
   Maylene sighed and paced toward the gaping door.  “Enjoy your night.”
 
   *
 
   Pallid candlelight flickered over the unwound scroll atop Aryll’s cedar desk.  Florid script was penned a century earlier in High My’shirl, language of the ancient My’shi Empire’s classical era.  Most galens living today continued to believe the dead tongue should be the preeminent speech for academia and staunchly refused to translate My’shirl into Thierr or any other living dialects.  Though beautiful, Aryll’s bitterness stemmed from the frustration of learning a new language at age ten in order to read even simple texts.  More advanced tomes were frequently written in the needlessly convoluted Old My’shirl, and she felt thankful to rarely ever need one.
 
   Movement caught her eye and Aryll glanced beyond two vacant beds to see Kimiko reaching for the doorknob.  “Where are you off to tonight?”
 
   “Outside to the gardens,” replied Kimiko.  “Thought I’d go for a walk and clear my head.”
 
   “Want me to come along?”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  It’s nothing against you, but I’d rather be alone tonight.”
 
   “Oh, okay.  I understand.  And I’ll be here if you change your mind.”
 
   “Thanks for understanding, Aryll.”
 
   Once alone, she returned to the scroll and Eusobia’s incomprehensible prose.  Aryll suspected she might never truly grasp nor appreciate the intricacy of poetry, which did not seem like a terrible fate to suffer.  The medium was impractical compared to medicine and astronomy, little more than a distracting pastime from more noble pursuits.  She vowed to never again consult a poem after her requisite studies were finished, and admired older students for their scholastic freedom.
 
   A timid tap sounded beyond her entry and Aryll turned.  Crossing the modest chamber she shared with Kimiko, Aryll unbolted its latch and opened the door to find a diminutive novice draped in flawlessly tailored clothing.  The young girl could not have been older than perhaps eleven, likely in only her first or second year studying basic fundamentals.  She waited in the corridor, wringing tiny hands together and darting her eyes at the floor.  “Learner Aryll?”
 
   “That’s me.”
 
   “Headmaster Chaereas wants you to meet him in the Tower Galleries.”
 
   “Thanks for the message.”  She closed the door partway and paused when the child did not move.  “Was there something else?”
 
   “Do you want me to take you there?”
 
   Aryll smiled at the youngster and shook her head.  “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll find my own way.”
 
   A shy nod answered her declaration and the novice scampered away from sight.  Aryll shut the door, crossed to her wardrobe and slipped out of an informal doeskin tunic.  She donned a more refined violet frock with sheer sleeves and pearlescent embroidery on the shoulders.  Her bare feet slid into flat sandals with black lacing.
 
   Aryll bent her arms and surveyed the worn fabric.  At three years old, the dress was beginning to show its age.  A slender tear broadened atop her right elbow and Aryll hoped the flaw was not noticeable.  Children of the nobility were endlessly cruel to those whose families struggled to achieve wealth and respectability.  The sin of not being born into the aristocracy forever excluded her from earning their reverence.  Rising costs for boarding at Starwatch prevented her parents from affording any new clothing this year, and Aryll had mended all she owned with a meticulous eye.  Training for when the order granted her a galen’s robe following the completion of studies, she often joked.
 
   She strode through the dormitory hallway and descended one winding staircase leading to a veranda.  Students milled on benches or grassy knolls, sipping drinks and snacking on sweetmeats dusted in confectionary sugar.  She passed one marble fountain and followed a brick pathway wending through groomed gardens into Starwatch Tower.  Candlelit chandeliers depending from the high ceiling banished night and danced over mock creeks flowing through the galleries.
 
   Chaereas waited alongside two strangers on the opposite bank of an artificial pond sprinkled with floating lilies.  A scabrous frog splashed into placid waters and swam from sight while Aryll crossed atop one arching wooden bridge.
 
   “Thank you for meeting me here,” Chaereas said.
 
   “Of course, Headmaster.”
 
   He turned to the strangers and beckoned for her to come closer.  “I’m pleased to introduce you to Aryll, a gifted learner and sixth year student.”
 
   “The pleasure is mine,” responded the man.  “My name is Fendrel Ornaen and this is my associate, Blaer Sororssa.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you both,” she replied.
 
   “That is a radiant dress, my dear.  If you don’t mind my saying.”
 
   Aryll felt her face flush.  “Thank you.  Professor, may I ask what this is about?”
 
   “Fendrel and Blaer represent a wealthy benefactor who is regrettably living his final days.  With no heirs to inherit his considerable estate, he’s chosen to generously donate some of what he owns to us.”
 
   “He was ever a gracious and enthusiastic patron,” Fendrel asserted.  “He financed small theater performances, commissioned promising painters and supported musicians and bards whenever possible.  As the manager for his estate and affairs, I was appointed to liaise with Starwatch in this matter.”
 
   “Aryll, I would like you to escort Fendrel and Blaer to the House of Wisdom and assist in cataloguing their donation,” instructed Chaereas.  “I can think of few other students who have spent as much time in our library as you have.”
 
   “I hadn’t known you were aware of my habits, Professor,” Aryll admitted.  “And I only browse the shelves when my other studies are finished.”
 
   “Voracious readers grow into the most knowledgeable and renowned galens, and let no one tell you otherwise.”  Chaereas directed his attention to Fendrel.  “Aryll is at your service.  You’ll find no greater guide in our tower.”
 
   “That’s kind of you to say, Professor,” Aryll said.
 
   “I regret that I’m unable to escort you personally, owing to a prior commitment I have on this night.”  He placed parchment into Aryll’s hand.  “Here.  It lists the donated items.  As an addendum I added where in our library each is to be placed.”
 
   Dark brows lifted on Chaereas’ forehead and he reached into his robe.  “Almost slipped my mind.  Please pass this along to your master and convey my gratitude for his generosity.”
 
   Fendrel accepted a folded letter and pocketed it in his waistcoat.  “I’ll be certain to.”
 
   “Goodnight to you both.  I leave you in Aryll’s capable hands.”
 
   “Fare you well, Galen Chaereas,” remarked Fendrel.  He clapped pale hands together and smiled at Aryll through a trimmed auburn beard.  “Shall we depart for your famed library?”
 
   *
 
   Blackness engulfed Maylene, wedged upside down under their hired carriage.  She wriggled sweaty palms clutching padded handholds and tilted an aching neck to one side.  Cramps burned through both shoulders, a bearable discomfort compared to the restraining band slicing into her back.  She spat gritty morsels from a mouth tasting of dirt, wondering how much filth encrusting the avenues she had inhaled.
 
   Footsteps sounded as the driver climbed down and meandered in a circle.  To galens and patrolling guards, he was merely a bored man waiting for his clients to return.  Thorkell had bribed him the equivalent of six months’ salary for additional considerations however, so he had damn well better perform as commanded.  She shoved herself downward, unleashing fresh anguish where leather bit into sore skin, and craned her head for an awkward view.  The driver halted alongside and Maylene heard him unwrap a snack.  Faint voices drifted to her ears and she caught glimpses of two nearby sentries marching past benches.
 
   Finally he lifted one boot, knocking the heel softly against a wheel.  Maylene released wooden grips attached to the undercarriage and reached behind her back, unhitching a broad strap.  Rawhide snaked through buckles, dropping her to the ground beneath with a muted thud.
 
   She rested atop grass for a moment while massaging her shoulder with one hand.  Even though Maylene only transferred under the brougham a short distance prior to reaching Starwatch, the ride seemed never-ending.  Fiery pangs lanced through her entire body as their transportation lurched over rutted cobblestones or ascended inclines.  As it turned out, positioning oneself below and behind horses was also not the ideal location to be.  An obvious concept had she bothered to give thought toward the idea.
 
   Maylene rolled atop pained arms, crawling out from the carriage.  She hauled herself onto bruised knees using wheel spokes, surveyed an empty lawn stretching into shadows under pallid starlight, and scampered toward awaiting bushes.  No guards uttered a holler or accosted her, leaving Maylene to huddle against foliage.  Discomfort lessened throughout enflamed joints and fatigued muscles until the pangs felt distant.
 
   A dark figure coalesced behind one mulberry tree, scurrying closer with shoulders hunched and her head tucked low.  Maylene’s distressed accomplice halted in a crouch, short breaths puffing from her open mouth.
 
   “I started to think you weren’t coming,” Kimiko said.  “Your stagecoach stopped a while ago.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  Be glad you weren’t the one in my position.”  She brushed an errant leaf from one shoulder.  “Time to get to work.  Chaereas?”
 
   “He’s keeping to his mystery engagement like you hoped.  Though I couldn’t learn more about it.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter so long as he isn’t in his chamber.”
 
   “He won’t be.  That’s the only thing anyone knew for sure.  He’s off the grounds entirely from what I could gather.”
 
   “Happy to hear your confirmation.  And how will I know what key to lift?”
 
   “Shouldn’t be difficult.”  Kimiko brushed imaginary hair strands behind an ear.  “He’s obsessed with order, so all the keys are labeled.”
 
   “That makes things exceedingly difficult.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I can’t read.”
 
   “You…can’t read?”
 
   Maylene lifted a warning finger.  “Make one wise quip and I’ll smack you.  Regular folk outside your hoity-toity inner circle aren’t given an education.  We’re expected to scrape by on our gods given wits.  Most don’t make it.”
 
   “Okay, it still shouldn’t trouble you.  I’ve been asked to speak with him in his office before.  If I remember right, the library key is third from the left.  Will you know which one that is?”
 
   “I’m illiterate, not a moron.  Aside from making sense of letters, I’m fine.  Wait, what do you mean if you remember right?”
 
   “I haven’t stepped into his study in more than a year.  My memory might be hazy.  Or I suppose he could’ve rearranged things.”
 
   “Lovely.  So I’m supposed to presume you know what you’re talking about?”
 
   “I have an idea.  Give me a minute while I find a quill.”
 
   Kimiko scrambled from sight and Maylene felt inexplicably vulnerable without the young student.  A tense span of time crawled past until she finally returned with fluttering parchment in her fingers.  She handed a scrap decorated with incomprehensible scribblings to Maylene.
 
   “Match this word exactly with Chaereas’ labels.  It spells out ‘library’.  If the letters don’t look like these ones then it’s a key for a different door.  He only has one library key.”
 
   Maylene studied the nonsense prose with a doubtful eye.  “I don’t know about this.”
 
   “Pretend it’s a map.  You only need to follow the precise lines.  Don’t look at the word as a whole.  Do each letter one at a time and it shouldn’t be as overwhelming.”
 
   Grumbling frustration, she crumpled the sheet and shoved it into one pocket.  “Comforting to know even the galen pups are taught to be holier-than-thou.”
 
   “Think I’ll ignore that.  Here, put this on.”  Kimiko retrieved a brown woollen robe folded behind a shrub and tossed it atop Maylene’s knee.  “Time to become a galen.”
 
   “I’m pleased to see you were able to acquire one.”  Maylene inspected the material, noting an absence of nicks and stitching.  “I don’t see stains or damage.  Aren’t galen robes supposed to be battered?  This one is pristine.”
 
   “It should be.  Students elevated to galens are given brand new robes.  It’s only the elder ones who need to mend their clothing after years of service.  It’s obvious you’re a young galen.”
 
   “I’m flattered you’d think that.”
 
   “Someone like you will be wearing an unmarred robe.”  Fingers traced over her temple and behind an ear without touching any hairs.  “And remember, most guards know all the galens, but only up close.  From a distance they won’t be able to tell who you are, and none will bother you.”
 
   “What about the students?”
 
   “Avoid the older ones.  There aren’t many adepts, and they’ve each probably interacted with every galen.  But the novices and learners won’t have.  You can stroll right past them without a problem.”
 
   Maylene scowled and scratched her irritated neck.  “Damn thing itches like mad.  Why the hell would galens make the fabric this coarse and unpleasant?”
 
   Kimiko shrugged.  “I think it’s the same type of cloth used a thousand years ago.  Maybe that was the most comfortable material available then.  Or maybe it’s supposed to build patience.”
 
   “Must everything be a bloody test in your order?”
 
   “Everything I’ve gone through has been.”
 
   Maylene stood and smoothed kinks from her robe into a more regal fit.  “You’ve done what I requested.  The night is yours.”
 
   Kimiko nodded and departed without another word, leaving Maylene alone to comprehend how absurd the whole scheme was.  An audacious ploy such as this belonged to Cyriana, not her.  Maylene made a habit of never being seen, operating as a ghost in the night whose presence might not be uncovered for days afterward.  Traipsing through a courtyard swarming with galens and kiddie galens seemed not only brazen, but also a short path to discovery.
 
   Maylene lifted a woollen hood over her head and set out, avoiding fountains, pathways and other more frequented areas.  She kept her gaze ever forward, suggesting a mind lost in thought and unwilling to entertain interruptions.  The ruse appeared curiously fruitful until a squeaky voice echoed in her ears.
 
   “Excuse me, Professor.”
 
   She glanced sidelong and spied two diminutive boys nervously staring upward at her.  With scruffy, windblown locks of hair, pudgy faces and scattered freckles, neither stood higher than her stomach.  One even had a dribbling nose and wiped it with an embroidered sleeve.  Damn it all to hell.  They were actually adorable.  Maylene did not like what she was becoming, cursed by some impractical yearning to be kindhearted and patient.  What inconceivable poison encouraging such behavior was splashed over the robe she wore?  Children were confounding, ugly menaces to be avoided or ignored.  Not cute critters filling her with unwanted sentiments.
 
   Maylene folded her arms into voluminous sleeves in what she trusted was a fittingly galenesque gesture.  She silently hoped neither wanted her to critique a written report or whatever nonsense was assigned here.  That would bring the charade to a crashing halt.  “Yes, young ones?”
 
   “We have a question,” said one.
 
   “What’s the north star called?” asked the other lad.
 
   Gods be praised, she actually knew this one.  Seven years earlier Maylene became hopelessly lost in the Karbraen mountain range within Prydin’s Domain after bandits ambushed her caravan.  Forced off the main roads into untamed wilderness, one traveler had taught the others how to navigate by the north star’s light.  Though she disparaged the tale that inspired its name as maudlin sap, the knowledge may well have saved her life.  “It’s named after a great hero of old.  Alistair the Pious.”
 
   Their eager little eyes blossomed with excitement.  “Thank you, Professor.”
 
   “Run along.”  Maylene made gentle shooing motions with her hands.  “I have work to do tonight.”
 
   The younglings scampered around a fountain and beyond sight.  Wretched little monsters and her intolerable affection toward them.  She sighed and continued across the manicured lawn toward Starwatch Tower.  Several guards lingered along a branching fork in the path, and Maylene fought against her every instinct by not eyeing them.  She faced forward and thereby obscured her unfamiliar features in case one happened to glance in this direction.  To everyone watching she hoped to give the impression of a galen performing a crucial task and therefore eager to not be disturbed.  Her normal recourse once discovered while trespassing was violence.  Regrettably, stabbing or delivering head wounds were out of the question tonight.
 
   She wandered through an entryway into the tower and eyed small pockets of students relaxing amid artificial ponds and creeks.  Maylene selected a route over and between the unnatural waterways that would grant her as much distance from others as possible.  A narrow stairwell beckoned and she hurried within, resisting the urge to throttle someone.  How many lost souls living in the streets struggled to find sustenance and often starved to death while Starwatch had the misguided wherewithal to construct fake pleasure canals?  She would take an inordinate amount of joy in stealing from these wasteful bastards.
 
   Maylene climbed several floors via winding stone stairs and pathways, emerging on the fourth.  Home to adepts in their final years of study, this level filled her with dread beyond all others.  She traversed a hallway, halting once it spilled into one chamber and drifting voices brushed her ears.  Maylene peeked past a bend and glimpsed four students occupying furniture arranged before one window.  The staircase she needed was opposite the room, within her eyesight yet beyond reach.  Dialogue drifted from their relaxed nook and flitted across an empty expanse to where she lurked.
 
   One male uttered a laugh.  “Have you listened to nothing Professor Kadira has taught us?”
 
   “I’ve listened to it all,” answered another male who suffered from a grating, nasally voice.  “But I’m certain she’s wrong.”
 
   “You think you know better than centuries of teaching?”
 
   “I think academics are sometimes unwilling to question tradition because the easier path is to accept its truths.”
 
   “I’m telling you, the parallel postulate can’t be proven using the other four postulates,” claimed a female.  “Do you know how many thinkers have tried proving it?”
 
   “None for at least a century.  Galens assume the previous findings are correct.”
 
   “Maybe because they are,” interjected a different student.
 
   “But you know better?” the female inquired.
 
   “I’m only suggesting.  Doesn’t it seem as though we should be able to deduce it from the others?  Unlike the previous four, the fifth postulate isn’t self-evident.  What if we tried verifying it with a proof of contradiction?  I’ve read about Galen Proclus’ success using the method to define rational numbers.”
 
   “Numbers are one thing,” she claimed.  “Axioms are altogether different.”
 
   The nasally one cleared his throat with a rough gargle.  “What’s the harm in trying?”
 
   “You mean beyond wasting your time when you could spend it doing something useful?”
 
   “I defy you to name a better use for my time than furthering our understanding of a geometric postulate.”
 
   Maylene leaned back and rubbed her forehead.  These galens spoke more nonsense than she had ever been subjected to in her life.  Whatever the hell that conversation was about, it seemed to be attracting their full attention for some unfathomable reason.  Pressing one shoulder against the wall, Maylene mouthed a prayer for their unstimulating discourse not to tire and strode forward.
 
   Students continued arguing the merits of some gibberish theory she started to suspect might relate to mathematics.  Maylene did not know why anyone would ever need or want to understand arithmetic beyond how many silvers were in a gold coin.  She drew closer to an awaiting entryway framed with decorated marble pillars and the steps beyond.  Conversation ceased in midsentence and a tingle snaked up Maylene’s spine as she anticipated discovery.
 
   The arrogant twerp with clogged sinuses did not disappoint.  “Professor!”
 
   Maylene slipped around a corner as though she had failed to hear his imploring voice and felt panic knot within her stomach.  The staircase was too far to reach without sprinting and risking noise.  Closed doorways lined the corridor, though Maylene had no idea whether any were locked and unable to accommodate her.  Her frantic eyes glanced upward, noticing wooden columns climbing to rafters and carved buttresses.  Impatient boots drew nearer from behind and Maylene scrambled for shadowed pillars, thrusting one foot against a column and the other upon a stone wall.  She gritted her teeth and shimmied higher one painful step at a time, thankful she chose to wear leather shoes with traction rather than silent moccasins.  Maylene’s reaching hands grasped a beam and she heaved until her dangling legs found purchase.
 
   Two students wandered into sight beneath and halted amid torchlight wearing puzzled expressions.  Gods, did any galens have even a moment of peace in this bloody school?  Maylene scrambled to wedge herself against one sloped rafter without scattering dust and grit dirtying the wood.
 
   The male who had first called for her attention ruffled a mop of unruly black hair.  “Huh.  Guess she didn’t hear me.”
 
   “Sure she did,” responded a female.  “Probably didn’t want to answer another one of your endless questions.  Wouldn’t have thought that possible, but you somehow managed.”
 
   “Funny,” he replied.  “You see who it was?”
 
   “Nope.  But I’d wager you’ll have ample opportunity to bother her at another time.  You’ll have to wait at least another day for a galen to shut down your absurd postulate theory.”
 
   “Until it’s proven and galens sing my praises.”
 
   Maylene listened to asinine chitchat and receding footsteps until alone once more.  She descended with care and landed in a crouch beneath one column’s shadow.  Certain she had no company in this stretch, Maylene padded toward the steps and ascended without incident.
 
   Three additional floors passed in blissful solitude until she reached the eighth.  Candlelight flickered in cracks beneath doorways, signifying chambers occupied by galens lost in research or reflection.  She slipped through hallways with minimal noise, ever alert for an opening entry.  Maylene caught flashes of one robed figure meandering an adjacent passage, though the person failed to notice her trespass.
 
   She breathed a gratifying sigh upon reaching the Headmaster’s private room and crouched, running one forefinger over the brass keyhole.  Maylene felt thankful Kimiko delivered such a beneficial floor plan, along with Chaereas’ insistence he be given a secluded study nestled at one hallway’s end.  His demand for isolation made her confident this intrusion would not be interrupted for the duration required.
 
   Cracking her knuckles, she lifted a torsion wrench in one hand, an offset diamond pick in the other, and set to work.  A smile crept onto her lips, pleased to perform the first task tonight she was likely to enjoy.
 
   *
 
   Clanking mechanisms groaned and the floor shuddered to a halt.  Aryll stepped past Blaer, unlatched a bolt and shoved the lift doors ajar.  Endless shelves filled with all the world’s knowledge greeted her arrival.
 
   “What a marvelous contrivance,” Fendrel proclaimed.  “You galens are an ingenious breed.”
 
   Aryll shrugged and helped drag crates beyond the lift to the tune of squeaking wooden wheels.  “The principle is little different from a dumb waiter.  Surely your master’s estate has one.”
 
   “Three, as it happens.  But to place a cooled bottle of wine on one is a different experience altogether than riding in it.  Imagine what fantastic conveyances we might have a century from now.”  Fendrel tugged gloves from his hands and tucked the leather within a pocket.  He stared upward at a lacquered balustrade ringing the higher level.  “Is that the third floor library directly above us?”
 
   “Nope, still the second level.”  She closed heavy lift doors and strolled closer.  “I know it’s confusing, but each floor is actually two stories.  You wouldn’t be wrong to say the House of Wisdom is really six floors rather than three.”
 
   “I suppose there’s a necessity for that many, given all the volumes stored here.”  Fendrel reached into the crate and withdrew a thick book banded in gold leaf.  “Shall we begin?”
 
   “Squabbles Old and New by Shiara Thirith,” Aryll remarked, running her finger over the cover in his hand.  “I read this one a year ago.  Fascinating, even if it was a little wordy.”
 
   “I take it you already have that tome.  Shall I return it to my master?”
 
   “No need, we like having duplicates.  We even transcribe our own with some.  Over the course of their studies, each adept is expected to copy no less than two books to expand the library and for selling to collectors.  It teaches patience, too.  You can imagine the time needed to produce a facsimile of an entire book by hand.”
 
   “I’d prefer only to imagine it.  And if one makes a regrettable mistake while copying?”
 
   “Like I said, patience.”
 
   “I think I might destroy several in a rage.”  Fendrel leaned close to one shelf and rubbed his beard with a hand.  “Why is Ierullo Baskarsis next to Menin Trallandor?  Shouldn’t Baskarsis share shelf space with Basket, Baskman or some other similar sounding name?”
 
   “Author is the fourth factor, subservient to date, subject matter and geographic origin in that order.  Baskarsis and Trallandor both wrote their texts in the Year of Silent Tolls.  Ariella Estrith penned two books, Pathways Unchanging and Words Unspoken, Regrets Unvoiced.  But they’re separated by about five shelves rather than stacked beside one another, since she composed them twenty years apart in different Prydinian provinces.  If Ariella chose varied genres, her books wouldn’t even be on the same level.”
 
   “I’m abruptly having difficulties wrapping my head around this.”
 
   “It might seem overly complex at first glance,” Aryll admitted, “but it’s actually a rather intuitive system.  I can locate anything within minutes if I know all its details.  The system is also helpful if you’re missing any features.  Let’s say you have a book’s name or the date it was written, though not the author.  If we filed by that method alone you’d be lost in here for an eternity.  But with certain other details you can at least narrow your search down to particular shelves.  Daunting still perhaps, but not hopeless.”
 
   “Why not inquire with a librarian?”
 
   “Students are expected to be somewhat competent on their own.  Librarians can’t help us all.  Especially when some overeager ones come here looking to retrieve ten books.”
 
   “I don’t mean to cause offense, but isn’t that the reason why librarians exist?”
 
   “Each librarian is a galen in their own right.  Beyond sorting books they have research to do, lectures to give, treatises to compose.  Not much spare time to guide every person by the hand.”
 
   “I suppose not.”  Fendrel eyed shelves twice his height curving around the tower and continuing on another level above.  “Though I’m not certain I could ever understand each component of your elaborate filing system without their help.”
 
   “It takes some students years to make sense of it.  Older ones are often encouraged to help the youngest ones.  I didn’t feel comfortable finding resources on my own until about third year.”
 
   “Fortunate then that my path did not lead me here as a child.”
 
   “You’d have figured it out I’m sure.”  Aryll felt a hollow knot budding in her stomach and could not discern why.  She swiveled in a circle until the culprit dawned on her.
 
   “Is something the matter?” Fendrel inquired.
 
   “Blaer.  Did you see her wander off?”
 
   “I’m afraid I did not.  Was she not supposed to?”
 
   “I’m responsible for you two while in here.  If she damages an artifact then it’s my neck on the chopping block.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll reappear soon enough.  Should we continue in the interim?”
 
   “Not until we find her.  You don’t understand the trouble I’ll be in if she’s seen unescorted.”
 
   “As you wish,” he replied, peering down one row.  “I think I remember her eyeing this stretch.”
 
   Aryll rounded a shelf and glanced to either direction.  The Zyreni woman hunched over a librarian’s desk housing the directory for each floor.  A nauseating wave faded and she drew a calming breath through her constricted throat.  “There she is.”
 
   “Ah, no need to fret.”
 
   “Crap,” Aryll muttered, glimpsing a frail figure shuffling in Blaer’s direction.  “There might be.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Death himself is lurching toward her.”
 
   “Wait, what—”
 
   “Galen Karys!” she called, ignoring Fendrel and leaving him to stutter alone.  Aryll scurried to reach the antique librarian before he sought to strangle Blaer or undertake some other ludicrous and unseemly response.  Shriveled and damn near decaying on the outside, his vicious mind remained regrettably unyielding.  He had reduced more than one timid student to tears during their first foray into the library, and Aryll counted among that number.  She spent all the intervening years waiting for his mind to become addled and reduce him to the intellectual capacity of a blubbering infant.  The wait had grown interminable.
 
   White tufts fluttered atop a scalp festooned in moles as he regarded her.  “Learner Aryll, do you by chance know this woman flagrantly disobeying our protocols?”
 
   “I do, Professor.  Her benefactor donated his collection to Starwatch and the Headmaster asked me to escort her and a companion to index the gifts.  She simply wanted to consult the directory.”
 
   “Be that as it may, Galen Chaereas is not here to administer the House of Wisdom himself and ensure proper procedures are followed.  Unless you wish to be expelled from our library for what remains of the year, I suggest you recall those rules.”
 
   “I will, Professor.  You don’t need to worry.”
 
   “That is not for you to promise.  As you were, Learner.”  Karys turned to leave but paused to glance over a robed shoulder.  “And remember, a student can be held back for reasons other than mere academics.  Consider that when you are next given a task of importance evidently beyond your capabilities.”
 
   “Yes, Professor.”
 
   Aryll watched the decrepit weasel slink away and scowled.  What an arsehole.  She knew all the librarians, and each was likewise familiar with her, but Karys was the worst by far.  Of course he had to be the one to discover her minor indiscretion.  No other scenario would have been demeaning and embarrassing in such disproportionate measures to her flub.
 
   Blaer came to a rest beside her and pushed an errant brown strand away from one eye.  “I’m not sure I like that man.”
 
   “You have no idea what an understatement that is.”  Aryll rubbed her forehead and faced the other woman, noticing that sweat slicked her reddened face.  “Please try to stay with me.  The fact that you’re even allowed to be in here is a privilege that can be taken away by any galen who doesn’t like your look.  And as you’ve already seen, they’re not all pleasant.  Karys will be waiting for us both to screw up so he can pounce.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I thought maybe I’d be allowed to wander a little and explore.  I’m eternally fascinated by your tower.”
 
   “I can appreciate the urge, but you’re not permitted to wander at all unless it’s at my side.  You’ll need to limit your curiosity to what I allow.  Okay?”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   “Good.  Then keep close to me until we finish.”
 
   A sullen Aryll returned to Fendrel with Blaer in tow.  Aside from mildly berating two misbehaving novices the previous year, she had never rebuked anyone before.  The feeling did not sit well with her, yet professors expected such maturity from their students.  If Aryll wished to one day be recognized as a galen, she needed to accept the discomfort that came with harsh words.
 
   Fendrel waited atop a stool with one book resting on his knee.  “Time to resume?”
 
   “Now that we’re all back together, yes.”
 
   Fendrel assisted in removing artifacts from the crates, placing each atop table surfaces with a gentle touch.  Blaer seemed sufficiently chastised and Aryll decided to forget the entire matter.  The evening would be more enjoyable without lingering animosity.
 
   Aryll spied pale gray statuary and cradled it in delicate hands, lifting a small bust from one crate.  “Is this Theodora Justinianus Cinatus?”
 
   “You have a keen eye,” responded Fendrel.  “If I recall correctly that bust dates to, uh…help me out here, Blaer.”
 
   “A.U.C. 937,” she answered.  “Some six hundred years ago.”
 
   “Blaer was always better at recalling minor details in our master’s collection.”
 
   “It’s in marvelous condition,” remarked Aryll.  “I didn’t think any statuary from the empress’ lifetime survived beyond these walls.”
 
   “Few, I regret to say.  And all in the hands of private collectors to my knowledge.  Or buried beneath the ground and forgotten.  Our master hoped this might enrich the history of Starwatch, provided you don’t already have one of her.”
 
   “We do, but that doesn’t diminish its value.  Empress Theodora was a tireless patron of artists and sculptors, despite continual warfare in the north during her reign.”
 
   “I was unaware.  One might say the piece is rather symbolic then.”
 
   Aryll placed the bust atop a desk and touched one finger to a smoothed furrow.  “One might.”
 
   “Do you ever stare in awe, lost amid the knowledge contained in this one chamber?”
 
   She turned to find him standing motionless, his head craned backward to gaze at surrounding shelves one level above.  “Whenever I’m in here,” Aryll responded.  “Everything humanity has learned since the dawn of civilization at my fingertips.  The potential overwhelms me sometimes.”
 
   “Is this what you love most about studying at Starwatch?”
 
   “It is.  Problems tend to disappear when you can reach back into the mind of a chronicler who lived a millennium ago.  I often wonder if they ever suspected their words would be read by someone like me so far beyond their lifetime.”
 
   “How could they not?  I think a common trait for us all is the fear of being forgotten.  We all strive to live on in some manner.  For our ancient ancestors that desire manifested itself in the written word.”  Fendrel lifted a hand and encompassed innumerable shelves with a broad sweep.  “Every man and woman whose labors have survived in this tower will forever be remembered.  Each achieved immortality with a quill.  I believe they would swell with pride at the thought.”
 
   Aryll found herself smiling as she regarded the man once again.  “That’s rather philosophical.  Are you sure you’ve never spent time here before?”
 
   “I’ve merely had the chance to reflect on my own life and what I will leave behind.  I cannot help but be envious of these long dead minds around me.  In some ways they have bested even the gods.”
 
   “I like that thought.  And I’m certain most writers would as well.  You should consider scribing a book, if these are common musings for you.  I’d sure you’d find an appreciative audience.”
 
   “Much as it would please me to do so, I haven’t the time.  But what about yourself?  Do you hope to one day share these shelves with famed minds?”
 
   Ignoring the impropriety of her dismissive response, Aryll left his inquiry unanswered and turned away.  “Dang it.  Where’d Blaer disappear?”
 
   “She possesses an insatiably inquisitive mind, that one.”
 
   “One that’s likely to get me booted from here as punishment.  I don’t mean to offend you, but I’ve already made it clear I’m supposed to be watching you both at all times while you’re in here.  Visitors are rarely granted permission to enter the House of Wisdom, even the ones bearing gifts.  And I’ll come off as an idiot if any galen learns she slipped from my supervision twice.”  Aryll settled a book latticed in scratches atop a small desk and rounded one stack overflowing with bound scrolls.  “Blaer?”
 
   “I’m here.”  She emerged into the pathway between shelves and tucked her head by way of apology.  “I didn’t mean to cause you any stress.  And I honestly thought you were still able to see me.  I figured you weren’t in the mood to spend all night cooped up with us here, so I decided to help with sorting.”
 
   “Wait, you shelved a tome without me?  Which one?  Where?”
 
   “Journey Without Peer.  I found space for it between Endrir the Elder’s Uncharted Notions and Vernal Slumber by Svana Helgadottir.”
 
   Aryll consulted her reference sheet and flicked green eyes toward Blaer.  “That’s…strangely perfect.”
 
   “I can shelve more if you’d like.”
 
   “Wait a moment.  How’d you understand our system?  I didn’t even think you were within earshot when I explained it to Fendrel.”
 
   “You did?  I wasn’t listening.  I only happened to catch on after perusing several shelves and noting what I thought at first were discrepancies.  The mistakes seemed too numerous to be unintentional, so I presumed the system was unorthodox and sought to understand it.”
 
   “I don’t even know what to say.  I’m not sure if you realize how remarkable that is.”  Aryll scratched her forehead and stole a glance toward Fendrel.  “Are you certain he shouldn’t be the assistant?”
 
   Blaer offered him a teasing smirk.  “I’ve wondered the same more than once.”
 
   *
 
   One faint click brought joy to Maylene, indicating a triumphant incursion.  Gathering her tools, she climbed off aching knees and opened the door.  She locked the entry behind herself and yanked the stifling robe off, tossing it to crumple atop a chair.  Maylene padded into Chaereas’ study and summoned a heroic bout of willpower in order to refrain from touching any valuable curios.  She only had eyes for a key collection dangling beyond his cluttered desk.  One hand reached into her pocket as she halted at arm’s length from the wall.
 
   Jumbled squiggles adorned the parchment as though a convoluted dance.  She furrowed her moist brow and glanced from Kimiko’s label to words perched above a row of seven keys, wondering how anyone made sense of letters.  Finally one seemed to resemble the scrap in her hand, though she stood in maddening silence for several minutes until certain.  The nonsensical markings above the key definitely matched the nonsensical markings she held.  Victory at last.
 
   Maylene fished a rectangular locket from her jacket and unlatched the device.  She withdrew a wax blank, warming the plate between her palms to make the substance more pliable.  Praying she deciphered the lettering correctly, Maylene lifted a key and pressed one side into malleable wax.  She delicately removed iron with a fingernail, reversed the key and placed its opposite face down.
 
   Satisfied with the impressions, Maylene closed the locket and opened a second brass case.  She repeated the process until left with identical wax moldings of her chosen key.  Skilled thieves routinely produced redundant impressions as a precaution in case one plate was ruined or made otherwise unusable over the course of escaping.  Wax could be a fickle substance prone to cracking.
 
   Groaning floorboards echoed from the hallway, yanking Maylene around.  She mouthed a silent prayer that the sound existed only in her anxious imagination, until shifting floors were replaced by weak voices.  Horrified knots writhed in her stomach as she watched the doorknob turn.  Frantic fingers rubbed wax residue from the key and slapped it onto an empty perch while cramming the locket down her trousers.
 
   She clutched the robe, flung her disguise from sight and scrambled for cover alongside it.  Maylene squeezed into a narrow crevice between one bookshelf and the wall, stamping down on woollen fabric.  Yellowed tomes clad in leather and reeking of decay littered each shelf, with scrolls wedged amid every gap.  Unable to glimpse figures through stacked literature, she listened to clunking footfalls from perhaps two individuals.  The entry creaked shut and shuffling feet stomped closer amid grumbles.
 
   “You claimed he was paid off.”
 
   “I thought the bastard was,” replied a throaty voice.  “Raldir gave his word yesterday.”
 
   “We can no longer afford to rely on intermediaries after tonight.  You’ll deliver the next message I wish sent personally.”  Having spoken with an imperious command that did not allow for dissention, Maylene surmised the more lilting tone belonged to Chaereas.
 
   “You ended up getting what you wanted.”
 
   A hand slammed into his desk and Maylene heard something rattle onto the floor.  “This was not supposed to be the way we acquired one.”
 
   “The skeevy bugger was likely to run straight to the Draugans after we left,” claimed the other man.  He cleared his throat with a guttural hack.  “You made him nervous.”
 
   “This whole episode is a debacle.  His colleagues are certain to ask uncomfortable questions regarding his whereabouts.”
 
   “A botched theft or someone collecting debts from a hapless defaulter.  The sorry tale writes itself.  Even if there happen to be a few astute minds in that squalid hole none will think to point blame at Starwatch and the hallowed galens.  You’ve done a fine job at being holy.”
 
   “Never again,” affirmed Chaereas.  “Mark my words that this will not occur again.”
 
   “I don’t know why you’re so touchy.  Fresh is always more desirable than stale, isn’t it?  The man probably didn’t even have any friends to mourn him.  No one with loved ones chooses to work in a cemetery.”
 
   “Bemoaning relations is not what troubles me.”
 
   “Ah, pesky morality,” responded the hoarse man.  “Should’ve known that’d be imminent with a galen.”
 
   “Have you no remorse, no sense of shame?”
 
   “A man can’t help but ignore certain sentiments when he sells his sword.  You should learn to do the same if you ever want to make a difference in this world.  If you ever want to be remembered.  I suggest you think hard on the reason why you started.  A few evils and unscrupulous nights to change all we know.  A man on the verge of success like yourself should be giddier at the prospect.”
 
   “Damn it all.  Get out of my sight, Almar.  And clean your blade before morning.”
 
   Fading footsteps echoed in the chamber until clinking bottles sounded.  The other man withdrew a bolt from the door and paused at its threshold.  “Aren’t planning to poke and prod tonight after all we went through?”
 
   The sullen reply came as little more than a whisper.  “No.”
 
   “I suppose another day won’t make much difference.  Don’t wait long enough for him to spoil though.”
 
   Liquid splashed into a glass while the entry groaned ajar and shut, leaving Maylene trapped with a crass galen.  Chaereas ambled across his study and settled into a squeaking chair, uttering one longwinded sigh as though getting comfortable.
 
   Well shit.
 
   *
 
   Thorkell moseyed into the inn’s upstairs common room and sprawled onto a chair across from Cyriana.  “What a splendid evening, friends.”
 
   Eloran glanced up from reading a worn and creased book.  “Did Zalla perform well?”
 
   “Admirably, it must be said.  Though the deception frazzled her nerves and she elected to retire for the night.  With her gone to sleep it naturally falls to me to regale you with tales of our flawless exploits.  Our young escort was well meaning and far too trusting.  Been coddled her whole life, I’d imagine.  Rich aristocrats and all that.  My friends, if only you could have heard the poetry that poured forth from yon handsome mouth to distract her from witnessing the fiendish little things Zalla did.  I’d share the erudite philosophizing with you all, yet I find myself unable to remember half of what I said.”  Thorkell exhaled a contented breath.  “Not one thing went awry.”
 
   “Enough dissembling.”  Cyriana withdrew her forearm from one windowsill, eyeing Thorkell’s pristine ensemble and groomed hair.  “Where’s Maylene?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, her.  The lass was a no show at our rendezvous.  Fine, I suppose one element went awry.  Still a remarkable effort though.”
 
   Cyriana surged closer and clutched a cravat in balled fists, tugging his frame partly off the chair and feeling her ire rise.  “You self-centered dandy.  Did you not think for even a moment she might be in danger?”
 
   “Hardly.  You and I both know Maylene is immune to being snuffed out.  The gods themselves couldn’t squash her if they so desired.  She’ll be fine and will wend her way back into our worried arms before sunrise.”
 
   “You had better be right,” she snarled, whacking him down into the chair once more.
 
   “When am I not?”  Thorkell adjusted his clothing and withdrew parchment from one pocket, turning his stare toward Eloran.  “This is for you.”
 
   The other man accepted the envelope and ripped it open.  “What a pompous twit.  Look at these swirls and loops.  Chaereas thinks highly of himself undoubtedly.”
 
   “That’s rich coming from you.”
 
   Eloran scowled at the false-facer.  “This will take me some time to do.”
 
   “Can you copy it?” Cyriana inquired.
 
   “Don’t be absurd.  Of course I can replicate his penmanship.  Dare I say I can even improve on it.”
 
   “No improvements, you insufferable braggart,” she warned.  “Just copy letter for letter and make it snappy.”
 
   “Snappy?  Do you understand nothing about my profession?”
 
   “Figure of speech, is all.  Try not to take everything so damned literally.”  Cyriana reverted her attention back to Thorkell and let her voice lower to a hiss.  “You don’t leave my sight.  Because if Maylene hasn’t returned by sunrise, you and I will be having an unpleasant chitchat.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Streets ran red, suspicion and mistrust reigned over decency and faith, neighbors eyed one another with hostility.  Force innocent souls to suffer the truth of human depravity and they too will come to embody its horrors in an effort to survive.  Madness breeds likewise.
 
   Author Unknown, To Witness Our Final Days
 
   94 Black Ruin, Year of the Blazing Sky
 
    
 
   The officer folded her exemption documents and handed parchment to Maylene.  “Sorry to bother you, ma’am.”
 
   “No trouble at all,” she replied, tucking the envelope into one pocket.  “I’m pleased to see soldiers watching over these neighborhoods.  You’re a comforting sight after nightfall.”
 
   “And with good reason.  There are thieves and criminals stalking the streets and preying on unwary travelers at night.”
 
   “Goodness me.  I’d hate to encounter one.  What a fright that would give me.”
 
   “Best get yourself inside and stay there,” the soldier instructed.
 
   “I’m on my way home now.  Thank you for the warning.”
 
   Maylene continued onward beyond shuttered stores and abandoned vendor stands.  Dim moonlight struggled to pierce clouds veiling the sky, leaving infrequent lamps to serve as the lone light during her tedious stroll.  No broughams or hansom cabs waited for potential patrons amid these avenues, forcing Maylene to trek on foot from Starwatch to their inn.  A needless frustration uncommon in grander cities dotting the continent.  Stagecoaches were available for the fatigued wanderer to hire at all hours of the night elsewhere.  A prodigious population of tavern goers and inveterate gamblers who did not care for sleep birthed the trend.  Maylene’s foul luck she found herself in one city where the practice did not apply.  Peaceful, pleasant, boring Arroyo was beginning to erode her patience.
 
   She had wanted to simply travel to the lone bedroom they continued to rent in the Widowed Moon, particularly given how close it stood to the galen academy.  Unfortunately none of Maylene’s accomplices knew her whereabouts, and Cyriana would certainly feel some anxiety if her friend failed to return.  Thus she had little choice but to march for the outskirts.  Plus there was a task she might as well perform during this forced jaunt.
 
   Thank the gods Chaereas only desired two drinks before retiring to his bedchamber.  Nursing cramps and flushed with sweat, Maylene had limped from his study and retraced her steps to the ground floor, grateful sensible galens followed an early bedtime.  Deserted staircases and pathways were pleasing ones.  Only guards treading predictable patrols remained alert, though not skilled enough to notice her movements beneath a blackened sky.  Walls encircling Starwatch, though possessing a decorative, aesthetic appeal, were daunting for a thief to scale from the outside.  Striking from within was another matter altogether.  Ivy wove patterns against sturdy wooden trellises on the interior face, offering an intrepid escapee plentiful options.  Leaving the academy proved almost effortless compared to entering.  She only wished the outcome did not involve such abundant walking.
 
   Weary leg muscles ached, threatening to slow her march still further.  One final errand to accomplish before she could collapse onto her awaiting mattress.  She kept one hand poised against a sheathed dagger should ruffians choose to be stupid.  It was not long before she suspected the precaution to be a redundant one, since the hoodlums purported to be lurking failed to manifest.  So far as Maylene could tell, the streets were quiet.  Maybe her mannerism was intimidating enough to ward off any pathetic thugs, though the notion seemed a touch arrogant.
 
   After traversing one vacated courtyard she reached her destination, an unassuming shop bordered to either side by equally humble stores.  Maylene lifted a fist and whacked it against the wooden barrier.  When no response was forthcoming she knocked again, and then once more after another silent interval.  She felt exasperation churning in her empty stomach and only wanted to finish this chore.  Eventually her thumping summoned the hunched man who resided within.  Cursing and dragging feet drifted from beyond the door, growing ever louder and more insistent.
 
   A wooden slat carved into the entry slid aside and squinting eyes bathed with candlelight peeked through.  “What?” he snarled.  “Why the racket?”
 
   “Are you the locksmith named Morran?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Lovely.  Please let me in.”
 
   “Ungodly hour for a chat.  Be gone, wench.  Sleep beckons me.”
 
   “I wish to strike a business arrangement with you.  A rather lucrative one, considering what your typical clientele demand.”
 
   “Return come the dawn,” Morran commanded.  “Sensible time.  More light to be found.”
 
   “I think not.  I chose now in a deliberate fashion.  The better to avoid sharing your shop with other customers.  I want your full and undivided attention on this.”
 
   “Still not hearing no reason why you should be bothering me now.”
 
   “This is a job where half your earnings buy silence.”
 
   “Why think I’m the one for such things?”
 
   “I was referred by a mutual acquaintance,” explained Maylene.  “She hired you several days ago to change all upper floor door locks in the Dawning Repose inn.  You know her as Tala.”
 
   “Yes, yes.  Simple job, failed to strain my talents.”
 
   “This one might.  She mentioned I may seek out your services, having gotten the impression you’d be more than happy taking on another job.  And she stressed my desire for discretion.”
 
   “Ah, the kindred spirit.  Said you’d have a hankering for smith work.”
 
   “Which is what brings me here tonight.  May I come in?”
 
   Morran glowered and shifted suspicious eyes from one side to another, as though anticipating others might be lurking in the darkness.  His face disappeared and Maylene heard enough metal scraping to border on the ludicrous.  Leave it to a locksmith to delve into the exorbitant for his own door.
 
   She waited impatiently until a final latch sounded and the entry crept inward.  “About bloody time.  Can we discuss commerce now?”
 
   “Better still in the morning, but yes.”  Morran carried a chamberstick in one hand, the tarnished brass saucer sullied by melted candlewax.  He led her beyond an unadorned foyer into a workshop cluttered with metals and tools.  The solitary candle he settled atop one surface left much obscured in darkness.  “Speak your piece.”
 
   “I want a key copied.”
 
   “Have the original?”
 
   “Wax plates,” she remarked, holding one closed locket in a hand.
 
   “Tricky substance.  Easy to smear and melt.  Easier still to not have a usable mold because the key was pressed improperly.”
 
   “Mine are pristine.  I don’t do otherwise.”  She popped the latch and handed the container to Morran.
 
   An appreciative whistle passed between chipped teeth stained a rust tint.  “Fine impressions.  You’ve an eye for the task.”
 
   “I’ve far more than that.”
 
   Morran lifted her locket and held it above the candle, leaning forward to study intricate markings amid sallow illumination.
 
   Maylene lashed out with a hand, seizing one bony wrist and yanking it away from wavering fire.  “Don’t hold wax over the heat, you damnable halfwit.”
 
   “Strange to come to me demanding my work but showing no faith.”  He snatched his arm from her grip and placed the wax plates atop a table.  “Assume I know my business.  Never have I melted an impression like some clumsy apprentice.”
 
   “Fair enough.  You’re the expert here.  But acquiring these waxes isn’t a task I can do again.  I’ll find myself peeved if you spoil the impression.”
 
   “No guarantees with wax.  Hope you have a duplicate.”
 
   “I know my business, too.  For now I’m only sharing one copy with you.  The other remains in my possession should you prove less than accommodating.”
 
   “No faith.”  He furrowed a greasy brow and held the wax plate close to his aquiline nose.  “Warded, is it?”
 
   “And a doozy.”
 
   “Tala promised artistry to match the best artificers.”
 
   “I’d say the assurance was truthful.”
 
   “She has fine angles,” he whispered, surveying the impression.  “Beautiful specimen.”
 
   “Should I give you some alone time with that wax?”
 
   He greeted her jibe with a scowl and placed the locket atop his table.  “Name the job.”
 
   “Two identical keys in quality iron.  If I discover blemishes or other imperfections, I’ll squash the deal with nary a warning.”
 
   “Ten silver for each.”
 
   “You already quoted five silver for your silence and at most two for the key.  Be pleased I’ve decided to request a second.  And don’t attempt to swindle me again.  I’m not fond of craftsmen who think themselves clever.”
 
   “Aye, seven it is.  Fourteen together for the both.  Needing more by chance?”
 
   “As it happens, I am.  I also want a third key, though with one crucial modification.”
 
   Morran scratched dark spots dotting his almost hairless scalp.  “Key won’t fit the lock if I go changing elements.”
 
   “I had a different alteration in mind.  I need the specifications to match precisely with the others, but made from a shoddy metal liable to bend.”
 
   “You keen to have cheap copper crooking in your hand?”
 
   “I’m counting on it.”
 
   A slippery gray tongue wetted thin lips.  “Curious request.  Makes a fellow’s mind itch.”
 
   “I’ve paid for your silence.  That includes among others and with me.”
 
   “Fair’s fair.  I’ll make a third one prone to kink, ‘cept it don’t speak to my skills.”
 
   “You’ll need to try and get over any inner turmoil.”
 
   “Me and Tala didn’t discuss no flimsy key, meaning we ain’t settled on coins.”
 
   “Copper key, copper coins,” answered Maylene.  “I’m thinking ten or fifteen trinks for your handiwork.”
 
   “That don’t buy silence though, which I bet you want.  Same price to keep my trap shut.  Five silvers.”
 
   She rubbed her forehead and groaned.  Maylene did not feel eager to haggle with this maddening bumpkin after an exhausting night crouched in Chaereas’ study.  The coinage did not even belong to her, so who the hell cared?  Tonight was a fine time to dismiss her natural inclination to wrangle over price, if only to embrace sleep sooner.  Plus she had a feeling Cyriana might be torturing Thorkell on her account, and felt partially obligated to end his suffering before sunrise.  “Fine.  But in exchange I’ll expect you to shove aside all your other contracts and work on mine exclusively until finished.  I’ll return in two days to discover three keys waiting, yes?”
 
   “Aye.  Ain’t no one else giving me so many sparkly coins.”
 
   “Wonderful.  See you soon.”  Maylene strode to the entry and halted with one hand resting atop a smudged door handle surrounded by locking mechanisms.  “Don’t disappoint me, old man.”
 
   *
 
   2 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   “This is an absolutely necessary purchase?” questioned Cyriana.
 
   Maylene brushed aside a scraggy street urchin and weaved between milling pedestrians, squinting against the midafternoon sun’s harsh glare.  “I believe it is, yes.  I’m enamored with the insurance it provides me in a pinch.”
 
   “I won’t argue its merits then,” she conceded.  “The legalities are a different issue altogether.”
 
   “A thief lecturing a fellow crook on the immorality of shirking the law seems like the beginning to an awful joke.”
 
   “And normally I’d cringe at the notion, but you remember my preeminent decree to the gentlefolk running this scheme with us.  No breaking the law.”  Cyriana shoved an overzealous clothing vendor from her path.  “It risks unraveling the heist before we even start.”
 
   “I thought the rules didn’t apply to me.”
 
   “They apply to us all.  If I have to follow my own directions, then so do you.”
 
   “I can’t acquire these substances legally in the Empire.  We aren’t in Lashon Hara.”
 
   “Which brings us back to my earlier misgivings about needing to buy the items at all.”
 
   “I rarely pull a job without a little added protection for those tricky scenarios we often land in,” affirmed Maylene.  “And I’ve developed a fine nose for sniffing out the right locations to broach a transaction, where laws are considered quaint and fuzzy concepts.  You’ll need to trust my fiendish mind on this one.”
 
   “And this apothecary is one such place?”
 
   “Seems to be.  At least based on chatter I’ve discerned from verbose blokes in seedy locales.  I’ll know for certain after I witness his mannerisms and eagerness to assist.”
 
   Cyriana glanced sideward with a raised brow.  “You aren’t likely to botch the quantities, right?  I only ask because you’ll be playing with some serious fire here.”
 
   “It’s me you’re speaking to.  I don’t screw up my concoctions.”
 
   “Regardless, best we keep this shopping trip to ourselves.”
 
   “I’m with you on that.”  Maylene noticed Cyriana appeared unusually fixated on one adjoining roadway.  Her eyes darted beyond passersby and wooden stalls in that surreptitious style she practiced with such efficiency.  “Feeling distracted, are we?”
 
   “Wary.  I don’t care for a peculiar sight.”
 
   “What might that be?” Maylene asked.
 
   “Never you mind until I know for certain.  Go on ahead without me.  I’ve abruptly decided I have a pressing engagement elsewhere.”
 
   “It can’t wait?”
 
   “Not this time.  Oh, and try not to get arrested.”
 
   Maylene watched Cyriana casually veer through pedestrians and cross the avenue behind a hansom cab.  She disappeared among vendors and burdened shoppers a moment later.  As ever, Maylene appreciated the ease with which her friend vanished in a way that raised no suspicions.
 
   After a pleasant stroll along the bustling avenue she reached her destination, one narrow entryway squeezed between a clothier boutique and restaurant.  Smoothed stone steps led to a second floor shop exuding smells that reminded Maylene of the forest.  She entered and eyed one lone patron conversing with the proprietor, a trained apothecary named Silva who seemed closer to a century than middle age.  Wending between cluttered surfaces, Maylene browsed flowers and herbs while the two men concluded their business.
 
   The apothecary placed a stone pestle atop his table and scraped pallid flakes from a mortar into one leather pouch.  He dusted residue from both hands, knotted his sack and handed it to the awaiting client.  “Combine one spoonful with ginger tea every morning and be certain to drink the mixture in its entirety.  Leave no dregs to wallow in your cup.”
 
   “And this will treat my, uh, unfortunate symptoms?”
 
   “Without reservation, good sir.  Four days hence the inflammation will recede.  Discomfort will quieten on the fifth.  Roseshale petals are particularly efficacious, though I cannot guarantee tasteful.  Best have food handy for afterward.  Return to me if the infection flares again in the coming weeks.”
 
   He collected the satchel in one hand.  “Thank you for this.  And for your discretion.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.”
 
   The man turned and walked with a bowlegged gait as though unwilling to risk his legs contacting one another.  Maylene did not require a fertile imagination to envision where the inflammation might be plaguing him.  She continued to peruse potted plants and dried greenery residing in glass vials while the door clattered shut.
 
   “A fine day to you, friend,” said the apothecary.
 
   Maylene turned from her inspection of withered leaves.  “And to you.”
 
   “Folks call me Silva.”  The squirrelly man rubbed bony hands together and shuffled closer.  A hunch protruded beyond his stooped shoulders, serving as a odd match to the hooked nose that almost seemed to kiss his lips.  “How can I be of service?”
 
   “I’m interested in purchasing a particular item.”
 
   “You find yourself in the right place.  No finer apothecary on the coast, it should be said.  I’ve all manner of herbal remedies for sale to cure ailments and unwanted conditions.”
 
   “What I’m hoping to find isn’t herbal.”
 
   “A more peculiar request, is it?  Herbalism is my specialty, though not my sole interest.  Inquisitive minds dabble in varied hobbies.  Speak your desire and I might still be of service.”
 
   “Tetrodotoxin.”
 
   The apothecary clacked his teeth together as though unnerved by her request.  “Cultivating the toxin is illegal in the Empire.”
 
   “And exceedingly lucrative, I’m told.  Be a shame to decline a worthwhile business venture because some uninformed aristocrat tells you to.”
 
   “Ah, but those selfsame aristocrats deliver harsh penalties to commoners who flout their laws.  Ignorant or not, I have no wish to cross them.”
 
   “Such a shame.  I’d heard no substance was beyond your ability to acquire.  Silva is the only genius who devotes himself to his craft rather than meekly stocking what he’s told is acceptable.  I suppose your supporters were mistaken.”  Maylene shrugged and turned her back on the squeamish man.  “I’ll return if I happen to suffer from a cough.  That seems to be all you have the stomach for.  What’s the name of that apothecary over on Candlewick Row?”
 
   “Now hold on, lass.  Perhaps it’s best if you were not quite so hasty in judgment.  I might fiddle with certain compounds on occasion.  From a strictly academic standpoint, you see.”
 
   She did not know whether to laugh or shake her head that such a transparent ploy achieved her aims.  Question a man’s ego and no limit existed to what he would willingly divulge to prove otherwise.  Such fragile creatures.  “There’s no need to play coy with me.  I know you sell illegal toxins.  I wouldn’t be here if that nugget hadn’t been relayed to me.”
 
   “Who have you spoken with?”
 
   Maylene trusted this to succeed, since she paid a small fortune for information to put the apothecary at ease.  “Shivanth of Athanaram.  His Thierr could use some work, but I’m impressed a man from distant Balnir even spoke a local language.  They disdain our northern cultures something fierce.”
 
   An eager spark touched Silva’s shriveled features.  He scampered to the door and slid a latch across notched wood.  “I’ll temporarily shutter my shop while we reach an arrangement.  I prefer us not to be disturbed.”
 
   “I share the sentiment.  Please show me your other wares.”
 
   “Right this way, friend.”  He beckoned her behind the counter and through a creaking door into one adjacent chamber where a bed and personal accoutrements awaited.  Beyond that stood a cramped room little different from an embellished closet.  Flasks, pouches and other materials decorated wooden shelves infested with untamed roots and foliage.  Hand scratched notes were fastened to each small drawer.
 
   “Pay no mind to the labels,” Silva asserted.  “I’ve intentionally misidentified my specimens for the uninitiated who might insist on poking around back here.  Each tag is for an innocuous compound to satisfy the fools.”
 
   Maylene trusted his word, since the lettering was gibberish to her eyes.  “And what might you have in stock for those of us who aren’t fools?”
 
   Silva reached for a drawer and pulled it open.  “Stub-tailed newt?  Four gill sunfish?”
 
   “I’m not interested in child’s play.  I want only your most effective.”
 
   “Aye, none of these for a discerning woman like yourself.”  He waved his hand to dismiss those species and slouched to open another shelf.  “Now the purple-ringed octopus is what you want.  They’re harvested in the coral reefs east of Coolbreeze Isles.  Little fellas are no bigger than my palm, but they’re right deadly.  This venom makes my others seem playful by comparison.”
 
   Maylene glowered and allowed silence to hang in the air until the apothecary squirmed.  “I said I’ve come for your most potent and nothing less.  I’m not some clueless tenderfoot here for a lark.  I know what I’m about, and there’s only one species I’m interested in obtaining today.  Shall we do away with your games?  Because they’re beginning to tire me.  You know darn well what I’m after.”
 
   Silva closed the drawer with a calm hand and straightened.  “White swellfish isn’t something to trifle with.”
 
   “I never trifle.  Do you have any on hand or should I hunt down a less loquacious apothecary and give that one my coins instead?”
 
   “There’s no need for that.  I have a tincture available for sale, though I’m reticent.  I had pondered the merits of tossing the small quantity aside.  Newt tetrodotoxin might see me slapped with a fine, since it can be used as a balm to soothe burns.  But even possessing swellfish is grounds for incarceration.”
 
   “All the more reason for me to take it off your hands,” Maylene said.
 
   Silva retrieved one narrow vessel stowing a liquid tinted cerise and held it between thumb and forefinger.  “The slightest miscalculation can be fatal.  And I don’t merely refer to your intended recipients.  Many naïve chaps with delusions of grandeur have inadvertently killed themselves handling white swellfish.”
 
   “They’re not me.  I’ve been using the toxin for years without ill effects.  So let’s dispense with the unnecessary cautions and discuss price.”
 
   “Risky doings getting my hands on this.  Skirting the law, slipping beneath the notice of the harbor master and his prying cronies.  Thirty-five silvers seem reasonable.”
 
   Maylene folded arms atop her jacket and gave a humorless grin.  “You admitted a desire to rid yourself of the venom, in a moment of foolish disclosure I imagine.  Giving you even a trifle seems fair compensation in exchange for something you might have disposed of without a second thought.  I believe twelve silvers is more reasonable.”
 
   “Folks put life and limb in jeopardy to capture the creature off Shodo Hai.  A nasty critter when it extends poisonous barbs, and always eager to inject brazen humans.  Peril forces the cost far higher than most substances.  Don’t suppose I could go under thirty.”
 
   She jerked a finger toward the miniscule amount he held.  “For this small a measure of tetrodotoxin you’d still make a profit selling at fifteen silvers and don’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   “Fifteen would hardly warrant the dangers I accepted in stocking white swellfish,” Silva countered.  “Though perhaps twenty-eight might.”
 
   “This isn’t an in demand product.  I walk out that door and you might indeed be forced to trash it.  Eighteen.”
 
   “How many other apothecaries do you suppose are willing to sell a banned toxin?  This is tranquil Arroyo, not Ercora.  Another purveyor might be interested in charging you double what I am for a lesser volume.  Would you be keen to slink back to me red-faced afterward, abruptly appreciative of my prices?  I shan’t accept less than twenty-five.”
 
   “Twenty-two and I’ll call you a pirate for raising the price that high.”
 
   Silva embellished begrudging contemplation at the offer and nodded.  “Less than what I hoped, but a satisfactory amount nonetheless.  I’m pleased we could reach an agreement.”
 
   Maylene returned alongside him to the public shop and fished a jangling purse off her belt.  “You and me both.”
 
   She unwound a leather string, emptying the pouch’s contents atop his counter.  Silva handed venom to her and spread dull silver out while she slipped the vial into her jacket.  Maylene slid spare coins back within the purse and fastened her pocket.
 
   “A pleasure,” he declared, sweeping his riches from sight.  “Don’t be a stranger.”
 
   Maylene bid farewell and crossed to the entry.  She anticipated paying twenty-five silvers, one full gold sun.  Even a modest discount cheered her spirits, since the remainder could be pocketed with her accomplices none the wiser.  Three silvers might purchase a girl all manner of illicit burglary tools.  She felt a yearning need to treat herself to a new twist-flex torsion wrench.  Maylene descended stairs and emerged on the crowded boulevard once more, crossing to a nearby intersection swarming with wagons.
 
   She still needed to acquire red-tailed mushroom to satisfy her plans, though that purchase would be done elsewhere.  Obtaining two questionable toxins from one shop might attract attention she was unwilling to deal with, even given her careful record.  For a connoisseur of illegal tools, it was always prudent to diversify one’s suppliers.  She utilized four metalworkers in Asdor City to fulfill specialized requests, and none knew about the others.
 
   Maylene ran fingers through knotted tangles falling on either side of her face and continued onward.  Precautions necessary to keep an enterprising criminal unacquainted with the gallows were limitless and ever increasing.  Her good fortune therefore to know them all.
 
   *
 
   The door groaned ajar in answer to her frantic thumping, revealing a swarthy face peering beyond in annoyance.  Cyriana planted one palm on Rope’s chest and shoved, forcing him into a clumsy stumble.  She whacked the entry closed, bolted an iron lock and faced the flustered Shiylan.
 
   Who smoothed crinkles on his shirt and raised an eyebrow.  “By all means, do come in.”
 
   “We have a problem,” Cyriana declared.
 
   “Only one?  I’ll take this to be a good day then.”
 
   “Shut it.  This issue might be severe.  I noticed a man eyeing me in the streets.  He was cautious and reasonably skilled, enough to make me nervous.  We’re being watched and I haven’t the foggiest notion who might be leering.”  She halted her pacing and eyed Rope, searching his face for a wary regard and only finding unsurprised features.  “Ah, the simple answer presents itself.  Do you know anything about this?”
 
   “Naturally.  I was the one who instructed him to watch over you.”
 
   “And you didn’t see fit to inform me about all this?”
 
   “Do you have difficulty comprehending the point of an unseen shadow?  No one is supposed to be aware of his presence.  Though given your predilection for skulking in the dark, I should’ve known you’d clue in eventually to a tail.”
 
   “Damn it, you fool.  If I thought my stalker was threatening enough, I might’ve looped around and slit his throat.  All because you adore secrets and don’t like sharing.  And what makes you believe I haven’t given the chore of tailing me to one among my own companions?  The two might’ve gotten into a knife fight, each thinking the other was a danger.”
 
   “Though churlish as ever, you raise a practical point,” Rope conceded.  “Lack of coordination between us could be counterproductive or even dangerous.  Perhaps it is wise for us to share more openly with one another.  Despite these spats you insist on having, our objectives are the same.”
 
   “Glad we’re in agreement.  And also, I know you’re paid to be a surly, mistrustful man, but my crew doesn’t need protecting.  I’ve made a career out of staying alive when others want me flayed over coals.”
 
   “My investment is what requires safeguarding.  Your remarkable arrogance aside, I have little doubt you can handle yourself when such times arise.  Can the same be said for your entire team?  My suspicion is you chose to hire thieves and tricksters, not mercenaries.  Likewise, what of my vault at Vinaldor’s?  Perhaps someone wishing you ill has no intention of clobbering you atop the head.  Tracking you to our lending house could prove disastrous if we aren’t careful.  While you might not notice pursuit, my agent will.”
 
   “Does this shy gentleman have a name?”
 
   “You may refer to him as Noose.”
 
   Cyriana uttered a hoarse laugh and cleared her throat.  “You’re the Rope and he’s your Noose?  Gods that’s awful.  A little imagination and subtlety can go a long way.  Feel free to make an effort one day.”
 
   “I leave matters of ingenuity to you.  Wait, a thought strikes me.  Not knowing whether his purpose was nefarious or not, did you honestly lead him straight to me?  You could have brought an assassin to my doorstep for all you knew.”
 
   “Have faith in your night creeper.  I ditched him in some roundabout alleys before slipping in here.  I know how to lose a clinging voyeur, even the talented ones.”
 
   “I suppose that calms my mind.  Now that you know his role, please refrain from disappearing.  I’ll instruct Noose to withdraw farther and be less intrusive, but it is in your best interest that he be nearby if required.  You’ll need to tolerate his presence.”
 
   “And should I find myself in danger, is he more gifted with a blade than at remaining invisible?”
 
   “Much.  I suspect you and he would get along nicely.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   Rope snapped his fingers and consulted a stack cluttering his table.  “It’s actually fortuitous that you barged in here today.  I planned to send for you tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Regarding what?”
 
   “This,” he announced, lifting a worn vellum sheet.
 
   “And what might this be?”
 
   “The only surviving fragment copied from the Bharali relic you’re poised to steal.  Specifically the beginning paragraphs.  You have no idea what lengths I endured to acquire this.”
 
   “I’m cheery to learn you’re finally pulling your weight.  Although I have a sneaking suspicion you didn’t actually endure any duress.  Probably had an intermediary do it for you.  I know what that’s all about.”
 
   “Snicker all you like.”  Rope placed the document atop his table and traced a finger along faded ink.  “Their method of writing runs alternately from right to left, and left to right.  A fascinating stylistic choice.”
 
   “You might have me confused with someone who cares.”
 
   “Or merely someone halfway intelligent.”
 
   “Sarcasm aside, this will help immensely,” admitted Cyriana.  “I had naught but your assurances until now that you could simplify our task with more details.  I suppose we only need to match these words with the proper scroll.”
 
   “Essentially.  Though I would recommend another method to further refine your search.  Starwatch has dozens of Bharali artifacts at the least.  I’d hazard a guess you won’t have the leisure to examine each with care.”
 
   “And you’d be correct.  But at least now if we narrow our target to a handful we can make do in a pinch.  Better than trying to stuff every scroll they penned into our coats.”
 
   “I wouldn’t judge you for doing what was necessary.”
 
   “Before I take my leave, are there any other treats waiting for me to discover in the coming weeks?  It’s in your best interest to be honest with me, because the next shadowy creeper is getting a knife in the eye.”
 
   “Noose is currently my sole operative.  I don’t have a private army.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose you do.”  Cyriana tucked vellum beneath an arm and waved with one hand.  “Until the next time, Cord.”
 
   *
 
   An indistinct howl jerked Cyriana awake and she propped herself above the mattress on an elbow.
 
   Across the room Maylene moaned and stuffed a pillow over her face.  “Oh, what the shit is that?  It’s too late for bothersome noises.  Don’t tell me wolves are lurking in the courtyard.”
 
   “Not wolves.  That was human.”
 
   Shrill cries echoed beneath wooden rafters, and Cyriana felt a cold shiver seize her spine.  The source did not originate outside.
 
   “Too close,” she whispered.  “Daggers in hand.”
 
   Maylene slipped from her bed into a silent crouch, a glint of moonlight dancing over honed iron and all weariness gone from her hardened face.  Clutching a key ring in one hand and knife in the other, Cyriana’s bare feet padded atop floorboards to the entry.  She delicately twisted the knob and pulled, unleashing Maylene into the hallway with unsheathed daggers poised before her.
 
   “Deserted,” she proclaimed.  “All doors closed.”
 
   Cyriana hunkered alongside the other woman, listening for noise amid her own ragged breaths exhaling in fits.  Another shriek snagged her focus and she scrambled upright.
 
   “Zalla’s room.”
 
   An entry smacked ajar down the hallway and Cyriana whirled, uplifting her knife for a killing lunge.  Baskaran stood wearing a light tunic, one hand gripping his dueling rapier in a guarded stance.  Surprise flickered across his drowsy expression before he lowered the weapon and trundled closer.
 
   “Danger?” he whispered.
 
   “Don’t know.  Keep the sword handy.”
 
   Maylene hurried forward, wrenched Zalla’s knob without evident effect and grumbled under her breath.  Fumbling to fit the correct key into its slot, Cyriana kicked the door open and surged within.  A vacant bed awaited on one side and she turned to glimpse Zalla spasm atop the other mattress, loosing a piercing wail.  
 
   “Chamber’s empty,” Maylene declared, relaxing her posture.  “Except for screaming beauty over there.”
 
   Tossing a dagger to clatter at her feet, Cyriana settled onto the bed and prodded the young woman with a lone finger.  Zalla panicked at the touch and lashed out, flailing her limbs without conscious thought.  Cyriana seized one wrist and gently pinned the arm, cursing as a balled fist whacked into her cheek.  She gritted aching teeth and snatched the errant limb with more force, rattling Zalla in the hopes of rousing her.  “Damn it, girl.  Wake up!”
 
   Eyes snapped open, though no awareness crept over her face.
 
   “It’s me, Zalla.”  She squeezed tighter and struggled to hold the thrashing girl.  “Okay?  It’s only me.”
 
   Frightened eyes shifted and settled on Cyriana.  For a moment Zalla seemed not to recognize her, until gradually her quivering faded and the girl appeared to find solace in a familiar face.
 
   “What…?”
 
   “You’re dreaming, Zalla.  Nothing you saw is real.  Do you hear me?”
 
   “A dream…”
 
   “That’s right.  You’re with me and you’re safe.  I promise.”
 
   A yawn reaching obnoxious volume pulled Cyriana around.  Thorkell closed his mouth and smacked dry lips.  “Nice to know this wasn’t a genuine incident.  Though it should be said a sleep-deprived con man is a liability.”
 
   “Then go back to bed,” Cyriana groaned.  “The sympathy quotient can only rise with you gone.”
 
   Another set of footsteps echoed from the hallway and Jenian appeared wearing a woollen nightgown.  “I heard screaming.”
 
   “We’re fine.  No one’s hurt or in need of care.”
 
   Jenian leaned against the doorframe and glimpsed Zalla.  Understanding washed over the older woman’s features.  “Would she care for a cup of tea?”
 
   “That would be nice,” Cyriana responded.  “Thank you, Jenian.”
 
   The considerate proprietor shuffled from sight as Thorkell ignited a lantern and settled it atop Zalla’s bedside table.  Given the unusual circumstances, Cyriana would not berate Jenian for disobeying her stipulation to avoid entering the upstairs bedchambers.  She might even have proved beneficial in a true crisis.
 
   Thorkell scratched his scalp through askew hair and pivoted.  “Where’s Eloran at?  Couldn’t be bothered to investigate the danger?”
 
   “Slumbering peacefully,” answered Baskaran.  “The noise didn’t wake him.”
 
   “It woke the rest of the damn inn, including the ones snoozing downstairs.  Comforting to know the man might sleep through us being murdered.”
 
   “Means we can do whatever we fancy to him while he’s in a blissful dream,” Maylene said, waving the others toward the door.  “I’m all for shaving the faint hairs left on his head tomorrow night.”
 
   “Only if we can replace the hairs with a tattoo.  I’m thinking a flowery design.”
 
   Zalla watched them depart and climbed into a seated position leaning against the wooden headboard.  She glanced at Cyriana and touched a finger to her own cheek.  “Your face.  Did I do that to you?”
 
   “Aye.  That you were asleep at the time is the only reason I haven’t wrung your neck.” Cyriana noted the dismay in the young girl’s eyes and offered a wry grin.  “Only a joke.  My poor attempt at some levity after your episode.”
 
   Zalla drew both legs close to her chest and wrapped arms around scuffed knees.  Ragged breaths escaped lips moistened by tears.
 
   “Is there something you’re keen to chat about?” inquired Cyriana.
 
   “No, it’s okay.  I’ll be fine.”
 
   “I don’t claim to know much about dreams, but it’s a damned certainty you weren’t being tormented by bears or some such.  Might’ve wakened in a cold sweat, but that would be the end of it.  This is worse, and I can see that plain.  There’s a dark trouble in your mind that doesn’t want to leave you be.  All I mean to say is talking about it might help.  If not with me, then someone else.  No need to be alone, lass.  Not if you don’t want.”
 
   She wiped one cheek with a finger and sniffled.  “Thank you, Cyriana.”
 
   “Been on your own a long time, have you?”
 
   A weak nod answered her query.
 
   “Can’t say my life has gone any different,” Cyriana claimed.  “We rely on ourselves to get by and don’t want others meddling or looking to give directions.  Take it from me though.  Some days it’s better to have another person watching out for you.  I’m a jaded, irritable thief and even I have friends sprinkled throughout Encrin.  You’re the more likeable one between us two, I figure.  Probably among everyone here on this job.  You shouldn’t ever need to be on your own.”
 
   “It’s nice not being alone right now.”
 
   “Care to reconsider telling me what’s on your mind?”
 
   Zalla sighed, pulling both knees even tighter to her chest.  “I come from Lashon Hara originally.  When I was twelve a ruthless murderer stalked the streets for three weeks.  People were too terrified to leave their homes.  The city watch seemed powerless to end the killings, so my parents forbid us children from setting foot outside.  I had two older brothers and a younger sister, and we were all confined to the house.  One night I woke up hearing strange noises and left the bedroom I shared with my sister.  Beds in the other rooms were all empty, and I couldn’t find anyone until I came downstairs.
 
   “One lone man crouched over the bodies of my mother and brothers, with a knife in each hand.  I stood there, unable to move and screaming as he killed my crying sister.  My father was still barely alive, propped against a cabinet and forced to watch.  I wanted desperately to reach his side and be with him in those last moments, but my legs didn’t move.  I don’t know if it was fear or cowardice, but I stayed where I was.  The man knelt over my father, moving with almost tender slowness.  My father looked into my eyes the moment he died.  I could see the terror in his face.  Not for his own life, but for mine.  I’m sure he died believing I was next, that not one person he loved was going to survive.  The pain must have torn him to pieces more than any wound.
 
   “My entire family died that night,” Zalla whispered.  “The murderer found me huddled against one wall and came closer.  Still too terrified by what I’d seen, I shut my eyes and waited for the end.  I felt his breath on my face, heard boots splashing in spilled blood.  But when I opened my eyes, the man was gone.  He could have killed me too, and I don’t know why he didn’t.  Some days I wish he had.”
 
   “You shouldn’t ever think that.”
 
   “For years I wondered if he forced me to endure a different form of punishment conjured in his twisted mind.  Every person in the family dies except for one, who suffers longer than all the others.  Who has to live with the anguish and memory, incapable of understanding why she’s still alive when no one else is.  I’ve wasted half my life wishing for death to take me, so maybe he succeeded.”
 
   “He wins only if you let him, Zalla.  That depraved psychopath shouldn’t control you.  Not if you don’t let him.”
 
   “I’ve tried to move on with my life and keep that horror in the past.  I know that’s what my parents would’ve wanted for me.  But I can’t forget.  I can’t stop remembering the pain.”  She rubbed moisture pooling within one swollen eye.  “You know when pain blurs after a while, and you only feel numb?  That doesn’t happen to me.  The agony of that night, it’s always right there whenever I close my eyes.  It won’t leave me, no matter how much I try to force it out.  People tell me how lucky I am that I don’t forget things.  Must be such a gift, they say.  Imagine never having something slip from your mind.  But it’s the worst torture I can ever conceive.  Try carrying this burden for almost a decade.  I didn’t live through that horror all those years ago.  I lived through it last year, last month and again tonight.  The sights, the smell, my father’s final wet gasps for breath…it’s as fresh as yesterday.  I can remember the number of times blood dripped from each knife onto the floor before he took my father from me.  Four from his left hand, seven from his right.  Why can’t the images go away?  What have I done to deserve this hell?”
 
   “There’s nothing you did to earn this,” Cyriana affirmed.  “And the way I see it, your curious brain is more a blessing than a curse.  I know folks have told you that for years, but none realized why.  I’d wager you can picture your loved ones’ faces, back when they were alive and smiling.  You only need to make those thoughts what you hold onto, rather than the pain.  It’s your choice which memories burn brighter.  I can’t remember what my parents looked like, and I’d give plenty for another fleeting glimpse.  When I look at you, at the way you can recall every freckle and dimple of the people you’ve known, I’m jealous.”
 
   Zalla raised her head from behind knees drawn close.  “Jealous of me?”
 
   “I am.  Sometimes I can hear my father’s voice, or the way he laughed.  But I haven’t been able to imagine his face for too many long years.  Try to think of your own dad.  Not the night you lost him, but in the days and months before.  Close your eyes and remember a time you shared something special.  A joke or a quiet conversation between the two of you.  Remember the way a grin lit his face because he was spending time with his daughter.”
 
   No change came to Zalla at first, until trembling lips lifted into a weak smile and one gentle tear slid to dangle from her chin.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Those precious moments can never be taken from you.  They belong to you alone, forever kept safe in your mind.”  Cyriana gave Zalla some time spent in silence before continuing, happy to see traces of pain slipping from her friend’s face.  “Were you ever able to help the city watch find this lunatic?”
 
   “I never saw his face.  He was wearing a cloth mask that only left his mouth uncovered.  I’m still not sure if it was a good or bad thing that he stayed hidden.  I might’ve been able to help find a small measure of justice for my families and all the others if I’d seen him.  But then I would’ve carried his face around in my mind all these years.  I don’t think I ever want to know who he was, or to see his empty eyes whenever I close mine.  I’m haunted enough by everything else.”
 
   “What happened to the murderer in the end?”
 
   “Never caught.  The killings simply stopped a week later.  He disappeared into the shadows and the city forgot about him after a time.  But I couldn’t.  I spent years afraid he’d find me one day, to finish the job of wiping out my family.”
 
   “I’d like to see the bastard try,” Cyriana uttered.  “Let him come and I’ll open his throat.  Only a coward preys on the weak and frightened.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m okay now.  Even though the nightmares still bother me, I stopped being afraid he’d come after me a long time ago.  It’s been nine years and I haven’t heard about more killings in Lashon Hara.  He’d have no clue where to find me, either.”  Zalla ran one hand through hair tangled in sweat and shrugged.  “Maybe he’s even dead by now.”
 
   “Could be.  Depraved monsters like him don’t get bored and call it a day.  Killing sustains them, keeps them whole.  I reckon he might well have died the same month those murders ended.”
 
   “I hope it wasn’t quick.”
 
   “Listen, Zalla.  Jenian will be along soon with a cup of tea.  Do you want me to stay until she gets here, or would you prefer to be alone?”
 
   “Do you mind staying?  I don’t think I want to be on my own just yet.  You can tell me a little about where you come from.”
 
   “Don’t feel that you need to return the favor by asking about my childhood.”
 
   “I know.  But I’d still like to hear.”
 
   Cyriana smiled and settled into a more comfortable position on the bed.  “You know much about Torendell?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Why should I care what people think of me?  People are idiots.
 
   Themikles of Thasos, Musings Without Care
 
   302 Black Ruin, Year of the Unbowed Monarch
 
    
 
   3 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Cyriana glanced upward when clunking footsteps echoed from the hallway.  Maylene smacked the door ajar and strode within, yanking her boots off and slapping a soaked jacket onto floorboards.  Greenish-brown stains encrusted leather footwear and trousers as though verdigris forming atop ancient copper.  A less than agreeable reek followed Maylene while she plodded into the chamber, causing Cyriana to scrunch her displeased nose.
 
   “Mission accomplished?” Cyriana questioned.
 
   “I’m feeling a particular hatred toward you at the moment, so forgive me if my responses aren’t perky.”
 
   “Had to be done.”
 
   “I didn’t see you offering to trudge through shit and sewage beneath Starwatch.”
 
   “We both know you’re the more limber and wriggly between us.  There might’ve been a passage barred to me that you could squeeze through.  You’re the only reasonable test subject.”
 
   Maylene surveyed her fingers and scoured gunk from beneath bitten nails, indiscriminately flicking dark chunks onto the floor.  “Do you remember who suggested infiltrating the tower via their sewage?  Because I want to punch that person in the mouth.”
 
   “Let’s assume Eloran, okay?”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   “But you never did answer my question.  Was the task a triumph, or did you end up caught in a dead end?”
 
   “Much as it pains me to admit, the former.  I can travel at will through any pipe and climb from beneath to give the galens a scare.”
 
   “Where can you reach?”
 
   “Lavatories seem to have chutes wide enough to ascend if I had to.”  Maylene withdrew fingers from her hair and evidently discovered something unpleasant brushed across the digits.  One pale lip lifted in a sneer.  “But the most promising are adjacent shafts attached to what I believe are the kitchens and scullery.  Much wider and a teensy bit less repulsive.”
 
   “Don’t you think those galleys will be occupied during the Fete?  Revelers can’t revel unless cramming their stomachs.”
 
   “Still preferable to the lavatories, for obvious reasons.”
 
   “Such unaccustomed reticence from our master burglar,” Cyriana claimed.
 
   “Because I don’t want to be sent back down there.  You can smell me.  It’s damned nauseating.  I vomited twice along the way.  Probably would’ve enjoyed a third time if I’d had anything left in me.  Speaking of which, I need to get a second dinner into me on the double.”
 
   “We can’t leave stones unturned, however objectionable.  Thanks to your efforts, we know another viable entry point.  Don’t you feel satisfied?”
 
   “Forget Eloran.  I think I might just punch you.”
 
   “How about I buy you dinner instead and we call it even?” Cyriana queried.
 
   “How about you never ask me to trek through shit again?”
 
   “I’ll keep my options open.”
 
   “Think I’d rather take my chances entering through the front gate and telling the guards I’ve come to commit a crime.”
 
   Shrill hooting echoed from the corridor, drawing closer and causing Cyriana to groan.  “Damn fool never could learn how to whistle like a normal person.”
 
   Thorkell rapped a knuckle against the doorframe and leaned around it.  “I assume I can stroll in, since your entry has been carelessly left open.”
 
   “If you must,” grumbled Maylene.
 
   “Gods above,” he moaned.  “Did a necromancer revive your fresh corpse after you died in a regrettable mishap?  Because you truly reek of death.  The only sensible solution is to go jump into Halfmoon Bay.  Then stay there for a few hours.”
 
   “I’ve already watered down my clothing.”
 
   “Didn’t do an adequate job.”
 
   Maylene tugged on a tangled black strand and sighed.  “The stench is clinging to my hair.  And I think it seeped into my pores, too.  I’ll probably sweat this odor for days.”
 
   “Then burn those clothes and take a vinegar bath.”
 
   “There’s something else I’d rather do first.”
 
   “I’d prefer if you made my suggestion a priority, since—”
 
   Maylene threw herself at Thorkell, wrapping both arms around the squirming and horrified man.  “I don’t show you enough affection.”
 
   “Unhand me!”
 
   She burrowed her face into his neck and chest, rubbing filthy hair against Thorkell’s shirt.  “Isn’t this a lovely moment?”
 
   “Holy hell, your breath might even be worse.  When did you find the time to eat decomposing rats?”
 
   “Not what I ate, but what came back up.  Smelled nice enough going down.”
 
   A frantic, gagging Thorkell finally managed to extricate himself from Maylene’s unwanted embrace and retreated muttering about the need for a bath and fresh clothing, among other choice words.
 
   Cyriana entwined fingers atop her stomach and rested against the headboard.  “Suppose he’ll spend the remainder of tonight luxuriating in a bathhouse.  Care to join me for a meal?”
 
   “Soon enough.  First I’m going to stuff my clothes under his mattress and roll around in the blankets.  That’ll cheer my spirits.”
 
   *
 
   5 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Cyriana nursed a mug of lukewarm ale and leaned backward in her uncomfortable chair, eyeing patrons crowding this humdrum tavern.  Known as a favorite haunt for older Starwatch students, she had hoped to spend her night recruiting.  Though Maylene’s eager puppet was beneficial, each additional dupe tended to raise their chances for success.
 
   Alas, the evening thus far had proven to be boredom personified.  Owing to her infuriating need to remain coherent, she was unable to even enjoy a numbing head.  Two modest tankards over three hours did nothing more than prevent her mouth from drying.  Nattering galens in training within earshot spoke only of deference toward Starwatch and its myriad professors.  The conversations were exasperating.
 
   Perhaps Cyriana was merely unlucky enough to be surrounded by giddy students tonight, though she suspected not.  Start influencing a child during crucial young years and the hoodwinked kiddie will age singing your praises.  Given their aura of brilliant, inquisitive minds, it was almost disappointing to learn elder galens indoctrinated trusting pupils.  Subservience rather than service, she supposed.
 
   As her budding frustration threatened to reach a critical point, she noticed two men near one wall.  Perhaps a handful of years over twenty, each lad appeared enraged.  Cyriana might attribute this vexation to an unfair examination were it not for the subtle body language of other students in the vicinity.  No camaraderie was evident among nearby fellows, who instead cast disapproving glances toward the pair at sporadic intervals.  Engrossed in their own frenetic tirade, they seemed oblivious to delicate animosity aimed in their direction.  Those two might be worth investigating.
 
   Cyriana quaffed a final mouthful she had sipped for a quarter hour and stood, approaching a table occupied by one male and female.  Whereas other students wore affluent fabrics and accoutrements, these two were garbed in cheaper alternatives suggesting a modest price.  Not all students inhabited the highest echelon of nobility.  Withdrawing a coin and tucking it between two knuckles, Cyriana tapped silver against the tabletop.
 
   The male glanced away from his companion.  “Can we help you?”
 
   “A simple favor.”  Cyriana directed a surreptitious finger toward the frustrated patrons.  “The vocal chaps over there who look eager to brawl.  Others in the vicinity seem miffed by their presence.  Who are they?”
 
   “Thran is the Zyreni,” the female answered with a scowl.  “And the Shiylan is Aeyir.”
 
   “Fellow students?”
 
   “They were.  Until the Governing Circle expelled those dimwits for gross misconduct.”
 
   Cyriana flicked her silver coin across the table and added one more.  “Thanks for your time.”
 
   She threaded between jovial students and patrons unaffiliated with Starwatch.  Neither ousted student noticed her approach, enthralled by their own complaints.
 
   “Good evening, gentlemen,” she remarked, sliding into a vacant chair.  “The next round is on me.”
 
   “We aren’t interested in talking with you,” Thran muttered.
 
   “Without even a cursory question?  Aren’t you the least curious who I am?”
 
   “No,” rebuked Aeyir.  “Leave us be.”
 
   Cyriana decided to shift tact and plunge straight for the jugular.  “Expulsion, was it?  I’d heard you were both banned from the galen academy because of a regretful mistake.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   She spread her palms and smiled.  “Perhaps we could help one another out.”
 
   “And why are you interested in helping us?”
 
   “I happen to have a reason for disliking Starwatch myself.  I won’t go into the particulars, but their high and mighty galens did me a disservice some years ago.  I’m eager to return the favor.  Are you?”
 
   “We might be,” conceded Thran.  “But why should we?”
 
   “You swore to serve Starwatch for your lives.  Doesn’t their unjust expulsion kindle a desire for vengeance?  It must have felt like a vicious betrayal after all the years you’ve devoted.  After all the money your families have given to their coffers.”
 
   Thran and Aeyir exchanged wary glances, though Cyriana glimpsed enthusiasm in their eyes.  Whether they feigned disinterest or not, she no longer needed to convince either one to join her.  Persuasion would be a formality.
 
   “What’d you have in mind?”
 
   “Embarrassment,” she responded.  “Starwatch prides itself on a sterling reputation.  Which I suspect is the reason you were both unceremoniously turfed.  They’d rather protect and safeguard their own image than students caught in a scandal.  The most devastating way to hurt Starwatch is to sully that reputation.  Humiliate the galens and publicly show who they really are.”
 
   “I like the notion,” Aeyir admitted.  “Pulling them off their pedestal.”
 
   “Long overdue.”  Thran swallowed a mouthful of booze and set the mug down.  “Where should we embarrass them?”
 
   “In Starwatch itself,” explained Cyriana.  “Otherwise they might not be seen as being at fault.  Only on those grounds can we be certain the city will place blame at their feet.”
 
   “But civilians are never allowed inside the walls.  Not more than a handful, at least.”
 
   “You’re right.  Abundant witnesses are crucial for maximum damage.  Our ideal night is therefore during the Eclipsing Radiance festival.  As an added bonus it’s the only time we can stroll through the gate without an invitation.”
 
   Aeyir wore an expression somewhere between confusion and terror.  “The Fete?  Do you have any idea how many guards will be patrolling that day?”
 
   Cyriana lifted a reassuring finger.  “And each one will be too occupied monitoring a thousand revelers to notice two former students slinking about.”
 
   “What about entering?” questioned Thran.  “Guards are stationed at every entrance, and we’d need to slip past in plain sight.”
 
   “Are you that assured of your own self-worth?  I can’t imagine every guard knows your faces.  Even if they do, make a habit of not shaving for the next few weeks.  Men have it bloody easy when you need disguises.”  Cyriana leaned closer and pressed a finger to the table.  “And there’s a pleasing rumor I caught wind of the other day.  I don’t know whether students ever heard, but Starwatch hires extra guards during the Fete.”
 
   “Yeah, we know,” mumbled Thran.  “How are more sentries not discouraging?”
 
   “Fresh-faced muscle won’t know a damn thing about you two.  Plan your movement based on where the novices are and no one will recognize you.”
 
   A dull sparkle shone in Thran’s eyes as he considered possibilities that should have been abundantly obvious to even the dimmest individual.  Manipulating these two into performing her bidding was not likely to unduly tax Cyriana’s mind.  Little wonder they were expelled in the first place.  Each wore the unmistakable stench of privilege.  Born into society’s elite, they were taught life is easy for those holding rank.  Noble children were never instilled with a desire to earn what could instead be served on a silver platter, disrupting their god given right to a life of plenty.  Cyriana suspected these twerps were unwilling to devote effort to their studies, which in turn brought about the ignominious expulsion.  Misconduct was likely the fancy word for cheating.
 
   “This might work,” Aeyir affirmed.  “What about the galens though?  They’ll definitely identify us, and that’s not conceit talking.”
 
   “Local highbrows take the opportunity to schmooze with famed galens that night, yes?” asked Cyriana.  “I’d wager they’ll be too distracted with incessant queries to notice you.  But keep an eye out for any shabby robes and be poised to slip from sight into the crowds.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “As I told you, someone the galens wronged many years ago.  You can call me Lana.”
 
   “Is that your real name?”
 
   “Would you believe me if I said it was?”  Cyriana shrugged and traced a fingernail through cracks in the table surface.  “But no, it isn’t.  My real name is familiar to certain elder galens, the ones responsible for my mistreatment.  I prefer not to use it while in Arroyo, regardless of my current company.”
 
   “Fair enough.  How should we coordinate this?”
 
   “I’ll be in touch during the coming weeks.  Primarily via letters to minimize contact and avoid arousing suspicions.  Are you residing at an inn?”
 
   “The Starlit Cove, yeah,” answered Thran.
 
   “Good.  I’ll have our correspondence sent to you there.  And I’ll be the one deciding whether we should meet in person again.  I suspect it’ll be a necessity at one point or another.  For now continue like nothing has changed and I’ll be in touch.”  Cyriana stood and deposited several coins atop the table.  “Like I said, drinks are on me.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana entered the Dawning Repose common chamber to find Eloran and Maylene perched at a table together.  Neither one seemed to be bleeding profusely or decorated in dark bruising, which struck her as odd.  “Now here’s an unfamiliar sight.  Shouldn’t one of you be standing in triumph over the other’s corpse when you share a room alone?  Or at least flinging furniture at one another?”
 
   “How amusing,” droned Eloran.  “And though I’d suspect Maylene has fantasized committing the act, even she must sometimes admit to needing my assistance.”
 
   “However grudgingly,” Maylene conceded.  Without glancing over a shoulder she jabbed one thumb toward the opposite wall.  “Plus we have a witness.”
 
   Cyriana shifted her gaze to find Baskaran seated in silence, tending to his beloved rapier.  “Didn’t even notice you sitting there.  For such a threatening man it’s strange how you can shrink your presence to almost nothing.  Not that I mean to be insulting.”
 
   “No offense taken,” he replied.  “Eloran shared this chamber with me for an hour before realizing he wasn’t on his own.  I even said hello to him when he first entered.”
 
   “Or so he claims,” muttered the old forger.
 
   Thorkell poked his head through the open entry and eyed Cyriana.  “Zalla said you demanded my presence.”
 
   “I did, yes.  I’ve been stricken with an imaginative ploy thanks to my new acquaintanceship with a couple willing dimwits.”
 
    “I like pawns,” Maylene affirmed.  “Always so eager to do as we tell them.”
 
   “These ones especially.  They’re former students who were expelled for academic dishonesty and are practically salivating at the chance to enact vengeance against the galens.”
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   “Thorkell, how are your supplies regarding black and gray cosmetics faring?”
 
   “Depends how you plan to use those colors.”
 
   “Not for anything subtle,” Cyriana explained.  “I need a harsh, glaring intensity.  Colors that can be unmistakably glimpsed from a reasonable distance.”
 
   “Blacks and grays in my current arsenal are understated and meant for concealing.  They exist to blend in rather than stand out.”
 
   “You have an order to fulfill then.  I want black bordering on ink, though not like that shiny crap some people use to dye their hair.  I’ll also require a pallid gray that can be an adequate facsimile to the shade flesh turns after death.”
 
   Thorkell lifted a brow, pursing his lips in wary mistrust.  “I’m abruptly less inclined to inquire what ruse you’ve cooked.  It sounds unsettling.”
 
   “Nonsense.  It’s inspired.  Though you may need to craft specialized containers for the makeup to bypass touchy feely guards.”
 
   “We won’t be applying beforehand?” he questioned.
 
   “Nope.  Only way to make this viable is to smuggle the colors into Starwatch.  Nothing gets rubbed onto faces until the Eclipsing Radiance Fete is nearly finished.”
 
   “I might be able to conjure narrow flasks that can slip into belts or pockets.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.  Oh, and anticipate training acolytes for the most dramatic false-facing con in living memory.”
 
   “You’re not lacking confidence, I see.”
 
   “Never am,” Cyriana asserted.  “Plus I’m particularly giddy about this tactic.”
 
   Maylene lifted her hand and shooed in Thorkell’s direction.  “Go away.  I have to prepare for the first job interview in my life.  Baskaran can stay, since he’s quiet.  On the other hand, you’re nothing but a tiresome distraction.”
 
   “Nervous, are we?”
 
   “Yes, because I have no clue what I’m supposed to say.  Can someone answer me why I chose Captain of the Starwatch Guard for the honor?”
 
   “Try not to be your usual charming self and it should go smoothly,” Eloran advised.
 
   “If he doesn’t hire me it’ll be your references that are the problem, wise guy.”
 
   “As ever, my work is impeccable and the only thing allowing this ploy to happen.  A lesser man than myself might insist on reveling in commendations.”
 
   Thorkell balled a fist in front of his mouth and uttered a blatant cough.  “Is no one planning to thank me for my role in making this all possible?”
 
   “And we’ve found our lesser man,” quipped Eloran.  “Right on cue.”
 
   “I don’t rightly know why you insist on fishing for compliments,” Cyriana muttered to Thorkell.  “Gods know there isn’t enough room to pat you on the back, since you’re so busy doing it yourself.”
 
   Baskaran glanced up from oiling his rapier.  “I understand Eloran’s role, but how is Thorkell involved in helping Maylene be hired at Starwatch?”
 
   The false-facer unveiled a devious smirk.  “She’s pretending to be a former employee for an old acquaintance of mine.”
 
   “More like folks who yearn for nothing but to see you hanged,” countered Maylene.  “Thorkell conned Lord and Lady Mervan two years back.  With fewer funds they had to bid farewell to several estate staff, and I’ll be posing as one.”
 
   “And if Captain Graycloak hopes to inquire further with the Mervans?” questioned Baskaran.
 
   “Can’t,” Thorkell affirmed.  “They live at the base of the Halinsa Mountains on the opposite side of Asdor.  Good luck dispatching a message to them in a timely manner.  Even if by some minor miracle Starwatch does, the Mervans truly did have a servant bearing an uncanny resemblance to Maylene.”
 
   “Yes, and she’s bloody exhausted with all these distractions.”  Maylene leaned on a creaking table and cast narrowed eyes toward Thorkell.  “Time for the noisiest ones to leave.”
 
   “You can’t boot us out of the common room.”  He noticed her murderous expression and lifted his hands in a placating gesture.  “Fine, I’m gone.”
 
   Cyriana stood and followed Thorkell into the hallway.  “I might regret these words, but I’d like to see your extensive cosmetic collection.  I’ll have a better idea what we’ll need for my ruse.”
 
   “My pleasure.  Perhaps you’ll even allow me to improve your foundation.  A little coloring and we can really make your eyes pop.”
 
   “That didn’t take long.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Me to regret asking.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Damn straight I work alone.  Accomplices muddy your prospects and introduce unknown quantities.  Unless I’m an utter moron, I can’t disappoint myself.  On the other hand, I’ve spent a lifetime watching others disappoint me.
 
   From the Trial of Farien Taerlon, Day 3
 
   308 Black Ruin, Year of the Tangled Glade
 
    
 
   6 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Almar Graycloak finished reading the letter and eyed Kalyna across his desk.  She wore a formal close-fitted jacket, though of a material that common laborers could afford.  No mends or stitching were visible, suggesting she had recently scraped together enough funds to purchase the article specifically to wear during her interview.  Almar was pleased she demonstrated sufficient professionalism and showed the necessary respect for this position.  It suggested an innate care that many other candidates lacked.
 
   “I have only one opening left I hoped to fill.”
 
   She waited in patient silence, exuding a nurtured confidence that bespoke experience.  “I believe my references speak for themselves.”
 
   “An impressive endorsement, no doubt.  Tell me about your time working at the Mervan estate.”
 
   “There were eight guards, including myself.  I patrolled the grounds, monitored serving staff and sometimes accompanied Lady Mervan when she traveled.”
 
   “How far afield?”
 
   “Only within Rallanis and to neighboring towns.  She hired caravan guards from a company her family did business with for farther distances.”
 
   “Did you earn any complaints or reprimands?”
 
   “Not once.  My employers place their trust in me and I don’t intend to betray them in return.  I’m told the Draugans execute legionaries caught sleeping at their post, under the accusation it places their comrades at risk.  I admire the practice and wish it was implemented elsewhere.  It’s an unfortunate fact that many thugs claiming to be guards give a bad name to the rest of us.”
 
   Almar lowered his gaze to pristine script decorating the page.  “Given an exemplary record, I must ask how your former employment came to an end.  Termination does not bode well, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Regrettable and forced downsizing.  Lord and Lady Mervan fell into hard times after a failed venture and needed to cut expenses among the estate staff.  They respected seniority, though I wasn’t senior enough to remain.  I assure you there is no lingering animosity.”
 
   “I suspect not, since his lordship was kind enough to compose this letter of recommendation for you.  When did you finish working for his estate?”
 
   “In Adonastis,” Kalyna answered.  “Nearly two years ago.”
 
   “And what have you done in the meantime?”
 
   “Taking work where it could be found.  I traveled a caravan route between Elarenth and Chiridion for a spell.  Mostly I’ve been hired for short-term periods when there’s a need for extra guards.”
 
   “You’ve not thought about enlisting in the legions?”
 
   “I might have no choice if I can’t find a permanent position somewhere.  Though to tell you the truth, I have little interest fighting in a war.”
 
   “One can hardly blame you.”  Almar rapped his fingertips on the desk.  “I’m impressed with what I’ve seen.  Return here in two days hence for outfitting and training.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Thank you for the opportunity, sir.”
 
   “Rensan will escort you off the grounds.”
 
   Kalyna stood and left the chamber at a brisk stride to where Rensan waited.  Almar felt a flush of satisfaction that the final guard was hired and his search concluded.  Conducting endless interviews was an exhaustive process fraught with irritation.  Fifteen positions needed to be filled initially, and he suffered through forty-three candidates finding ones deemed sufficient.  Many were ill-suited to defend a vegetable cart, let alone serve at Starwatch.
 
   Almar rubbed his face and climbed upright, relieved he could resume tackling important affairs rather than weeding through contemptible applicants.  Perhaps several temporary hirelings might prove skilled enough to remain employed here following the festival.  Perish the thought, so far as senior galens were concerned.  Swelling guard numbers meant diverting funds from areas more preferable to galen sensibilities.  Erecting yet another statue or commissioning further paintings took priority, after all.  Though if any recruit proved especially talented he planned to impress on Chaereas the necessity of expanding their ranks.  Beautifying the grounds should have long since been relegated to a lesser urgency.
 
   He tugged gloves over scarred hands, brushed a scuff from one polished boot and vacated his office.  Almar smiled in greeting to several students walking through the hallway and passed beneath vivid mosaics glittering a fiery orange amid torchlight.
 
   “Captain Graycloak, might I have a word?”
 
   Almar pivoted and offered a courteous nod.  “Of course, Galen Dranna.  How can I be of assistance to one of the Governing Circle?”
 
   “Initiate Saevor from Hathanik informed me several items were stolen from her chambers yesterday evening.”
 
   “How regrettable.”
 
   “Indeed.  She hopes a member of the Guard might look into this unfortunate incident and discover who had the temerity to enter her room uninvited and thieve a cherished belonging.”
 
   Close to being understaffed only weeks prior to the Fete, but of course he would be expected to treat this trivial issue as though crucial.  “As well we should.  Theft cannot be tolerated.”
 
   “I don’t feel the need to remind you how dutiful her parents are in donating to our institution,” she asserted.
 
   Almar had never even heard the name mentioned before, let alone how much gold her parents threw at Starwatch.  He had no interest in who bequeathed the largest amounts or owned the vastest tracts of land.  The information should not be relevant to how those studying here received treatment.  “I understand, Professor.  I’ll speak with Initiate Saevor myself and see what can be learned.”
 
   “Thank you for your prudence in this matter, Captain.  We don’t wish to offend such an influential benefactor.”
 
   The less influential ones evidently did not justify effort, whereas confirming accusations of favoritism appeared to not be a worrisome concern.  “No, we do not.”
 
   “Good day, Captain.”
 
   “And to you, Professor.”  Almar tucked his head again, watching Dranna depart.  He adjusted his drooping belt and continued onward through a corridor adorned with watercolor portraits painted centuries earlier.
 
   Theft among students was not uncommon, yet the Starwatch Guard were rarely tasked with investigating.  Only the wealthiest offspring warranted attention it seemed.  Invariably the fault traced back to the complainant, who either left their chamber door unlocked or misplaced the item thought stolen.  Many were noble born children accustomed to pampering servants.  Without an ever present attendant, these mollycoddled juvenile aristocrats often proved unable to keep track of their own possessions.
 
   Almar planned to locate the whining initiate and calm her with meaningless words of reassurance.  Fooling Saevor into believing her grievance was taken seriously is what mattered.  He felt thankful the majority lost their old affiliations and spoiled tendencies once finally affirmed as galens.  Years were required in Starwatch’s walls to undo the failings of patrician families.  Perhaps Saevor might feel less entitled by the time she reached adept rank.  Otherwise pity those she ended up one day serving.
 
   *
 
   Cyriana eyed an oblivious Maylene enter the inn, heading absently toward the staircase.  She licked basil clinging to greasy fingers and whistled.  Halting with one foot poised on the lowest step, Maylene turned and noticed Cyriana enjoying a meal.  Boots clomped atop dirt and crinkled straw scattered through the room as she ambled over.
 
   “I see you’re in the dining hall today,” Maylene said, lowering herself into a vacant chair.  “A happy coincidence.  I’m starving.”
 
   Cyriana slid a plate toward the other woman.  “You look so fancy.”
 
   “I feel like a bloody tool.”  She unfastened one button pinching the collar against her skin and rubbed a rosy neck.  “To think this is Thorkell’s entire life.”
 
   “How’d the interview go?  Are you a respected sentinel in that hallowed institution?”
 
   “Do you even need to ask?  I blew Graycloak’s mind with my undeniable capabilities.  He wanted to make me a lieutenant but figured the senior grunts would be resentful toward a neophyte.”
 
   “Pleased to hear.  It’ll be nice having someone who can stroll through the gate.”
 
   Maylene ripped chicken from a bone.  “Have schemes for me to undertake in the coming days?”
 
   “Nope.  Don’t want to risk your cover unduly.  Safest route is for you to gain trust and become a common sight on the grounds.  I might not even have you do anything until our burgling night.”
 
   “You want me to arrive first thing on certain mornings as requested and train?”
 
   “In a nutshell, yeah.”
 
   “When I signed on for this conspiracy of yours, the last thing I ever anticipated was that you’d ask me to get a normal job and perform it well.”
 
   Cyriana sipped ale from a clay mug and fanned herself with a parchment sheet.  “We’re all making sacrifices here.”
 
   “Funny, since I haven’t seen yours yet.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll sneak up on me eventually.”
 
   “Only if the gods believe in fairness.  I’ve yet to see evidence in my life.”
 
   “You have a free day tomorrow, yes?”
 
   Maylene uttered a longwinded sigh, sagging in her chair.  “I did.”
 
   “I have an important task that needs doing.  Find me a secluded inn.”
 
   “A third one, huh?  Looking to visit them all, are you?”
 
   “I want a site hidden from everyone outside our crew.”  Cyriana leaned closer with an elbow propped on the table.  “I meant for this one to serve the purpose, but it’s a safe bet my secret admirer knows about it.”
 
   “The perils of having a voyeur.  Is that all you need from me?  Find an inn that truly is clandestine?”
 
   “Essentially.  I’d do it if it weren’t for Rope’s pet.  And if I lose him it’ll only arouse suspicions.”
 
   “Easy enough,” Maylene answered with a shrug.  “Have any recommendations?”
 
   “Just be certain no one is tailing you.  I can’t yet be sure Rope isn’t having us all followed, despite his claims to the contrary.  Once you’ve found a suitable location, book rooms in advance to begin the day before our heist.  I want a furtive hidey-hole the Shiylan and his cronies know nothing about, should we ever find cause to retreat.”
 
   “Can’t argue with your caution, even if it is uncharacteristic coming from you.”
 
   Cyriana watched two men enter through a doorway and saunter toward the counter where Aridon busied himself sorting bottles.  “I promised I’d play this game smart.  Sailing on a hope and prayer won’t get me through our scheme unscathed.”
 
   “Who would’ve thought you’d do this much maturing in so short a time?  Why, I’d almost be willing to call you an adult.”
 
   Cyriana rolled her eyes and swallowed a mouthful of ale.
 
   “I hope whatever place I find that suits your requests still has vacancy,” noted Maylene.  “I’ll wager all the inns reach capacity during the festival days.”
 
   “Yeah, I probably should’ve mentioned this earlier.  If there aren’t any rooms, then pull the proprietor aside and outbid the other guests without their knowledge.  The owner can pocket extra coins and just claim overbooking.  Easy solution.”
 
   “Don’t think we’ll have problems.  I’m a persuasive gal.”
 
   Creaking boards drew her attention to the staircase in time to glimpse Desin descend into view.  He stopped at its base, tousled dark hair and surveyed the room until his eyes settled on Cyriana.  Hasty strides brought him to her table without delay.
 
   “Afternoon, Desin,” she said through a mouthful of cheese.  “Care for a plate?”
 
   “I want more.”
 
   “Sorry. I ate the rest.”
 
   “Not that.  I mean I want to be doing more.”
 
   “You’re doing plenty.  Remember when you brought me more booze the other day?  No matter how much I wished for it, my mug wasn’t going to refill itself.”
 
   “No jokes.  Give me a chore.  I can handle it.”
 
   Cyriana belched and sucked chicken morsels from her teeth.  “Where’s this coming from?”
 
   “I haven’t done shit for weeks.  You keep me waiting here with both thumbs shoved up my arse.  Now that we all have traveling papers I’ve had nothing to do.”
 
   “Then I overestimated how much we’d need a sleight of hand guru.  Thought it’d be a common necessity leading to our heist.  Still no cause for all this whining.  You’re being paid to lounge in a quaint inn.  I can think of several apathetic blokes who’d kill for the chance.  I haven’t had Baskaran doing much either since strangers stopped trying to murder us, except I don’t hear him grousing.”
 
   “You brought him to be a bodyguard,” Desin countered.  “They spend days with nothing to do.  But I was supposed to be in on this like all the others.  Look how much Maylene and Thorkell do for you.”
 
   “Don’t drag me into this spat,” Maylene grumbled.
 
   “She and Thorkell have more varied talents than tugging packages from other chaps’ pantaloons,” Cyriana explained.  “Learn to impersonate a wealthy aristocrat and we’ll talk.”
 
   “I know I can’t do none of that, but I can still help if you’d damn well let me.”
 
   “This isn’t a conversation I much feel like having at the moment.  I’ll holler when you’re needed.”
 
   Desin balled his hand into a fist and whacked it against the table’s surface, rattling plates and knocking a bone to the floor.  “Why can’t you just admit I’m being treated like shit?”
 
   “You’re acting petulant.”
 
   “What—?”
 
   “It means you’re being childish.”  Cyriana lifted her boots off a neighboring chair and thumped them onto unclean floorboards.  “I’ll ask you to do something when I have a use for your skillset.  Not before.  I can’t help it if you’re feeling slighted or bored or whatever the hell this is.  And I won’t permit unnecessary tasks so you can feel more included.  Go get drunk in a tavern if you can’t stand being cramped in here with us.  I know you’ve done that enough already.”
 
   “Might as well if you don’t want me doing nothing else.”
 
   “You’ve had a free ride.  Learn to appreciate it.”  Cyriana narrowed her weary eyes.  “You can leave if you insist on sulking.”
 
   Desin looked eager to utter further inane complaints but evidently thought better of it and took the blatant hint, departing without another word.  One palm smacked the inn’s door open and Cyriana watched him trudge down the dirt pathway until gusting wind hurled the entry shut.
 
   She rubbed her brow and faced Maylene wearing an exasperated expression.  “Gods I miss Aelina.  Why’d the brat have to travel north?  She’d know better than to run her mouth over asinine quibbles.  Take a mental note, Maylene.  No more working with pickpockets unless it’s her.”
 
   “Or not at all.  I can do what they do.  Bunch of arrogant finger thieves.”
 
   “An even more appealing thought.  Pickpockets are henceforth barred from our crew.”
 
   Maylene crossed one leg atop the other and lounged backward on her chair, eyeing the entryway.  “I hope the kid doesn’t do something stupid.”
 
   “Like go turncoat on us and run his mouth?  I’m confident money will purchase his everlasting silence.  And there’s always the fact we promised to kill anyone who betrayed us.”
 
   “No we didn’t.”
 
   “Damn it.  I’m getting my exploits jumbled.  I threatened a nitwit’s life during another heist I pulled.  Doesn’t matter.  I’m certain his truncated mind still appreciates the risks.  How else should we respond to betrayal?”
 
   “I wouldn’t do anything different.”
 
   Cyriana cocked her head to one side.  “Did you have a fun time with Thorkell shopping for that swanky jacket?”
 
   “I’ll be in our room.”
 
   She shifted her eyes toward the counter, glimpsing one man reaching a gaunt hand into his jacket.  Something about the gesture triggered a warning in her mind.  It was purposeful, lacking the casual motion that accompanied most benign movements.  Cyriana grasped Maylene’s wrist as the woman started to stand.  “Wait.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Cyriana flicked one finger sideward, prompting Maylene to turn as the scrawny man closed fingers around leather and removed a dagger.  Iron likewise appeared in his companion’s beefy hand while he staggered upright from the stool.
 
   The slender felon clanked his pommel against a wooden surface, earning the startled attention of Aridon and Jenian.  “All the coins you got on the counter!  Or we start cutting.”
 
   “I wondered when something similar might finally happen,” Cyriana whispered.
 
   “Surprised it took this long,” responded Maylene.  “Given what they said about frequent robberies here.”
 
   “Do you think those goons even realize we’re sitting across the room?”
 
   “I’m not certain they think at all.”
 
   She faced Maylene and grinned.  “Feel like beating the crap out of some churlish strangers?”
 
   “Gods yes.”  Maylene closed eager hands into fists and climbed to her feet without eliciting noise.  “I’ll take the fat one.”
 
   Cyriana sidled over straw sprinkling the dining hall, sighting the frightened proprietors shaking and struggling to follow instructions.  Neither seemed to notice the approaching women.
 
   “Hey, tubby,” Maylene called.
 
   A family of jiggling chins turned around as Maylene’s knuckles smashed into his globular nose.  Liquids squirted from ruined cartilage and he shrieked, spreading wetness over his face with clawing hands.  Unwilling to let him off with a mere warning, Maylene hammered a boot into his paunch and wrenched one forearm in a manner the limb was never meant to bend.
 
   Meanwhile Cyriana stepped close and caught her foe’s spearing wrist in one hand, twisting the dagger to clatter harmlessly between his feet.  A boot heel pounded into his knee as she cracked one fist beneath the man’s jawbone, snapping his head and its accompanying mop of shaggy hair backward.  He collapsed trailing spittle from a gaping mouth, but Cyriana plucked greasy strands in one hand before he could reach the ground and pummeled his forehead into a wooden counter.  The man rebounded with a hearty clunk and smacked onto a dirty floor.
 
   Cyriana leaned close to the sprawled man as scarlet bubbles foamed beyond his lips.  “This fine establishment is under our protection now.”  A descending fist rendered him insensate.
 
   “Some tension has drained from me,” murmured Maylene.  “Who needs massages when you can hit someone?  Especially someone with so much padding.”
 
   Jenian peeked over the counter and directed her wide eyes to Cyriana, who offered a wink in response.  “Told you we discouraged thievery.”
 
   *
 
   9 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Maylene bit her lower lip and rubbed a tender wrist with fingers slicked in sweat.  Stupid martial training and this insufferable need to spend most days in Starwatch hobnobbing with her adversaries.  She tilted her head in a courteous nod to one galen when he passed on an intersecting pathway.  Maylene paused as though an uncertain visitor struggling to remember which route to take, only faking some of the confusion she felt.  Finally she noticed the proper statuary perched near a hedgerow blooming with flowers and walked closer.  Kimiko sat quietly on a shaded bench with one leg crossed over the other and a book cradled in her hands.
 
   She glanced up at Maylene’s arrival and flicked furtive eyes to either side, lowering her voice to a whisper.  “Who are you today?  Just so I don’t call you by the wrong name.”
 
   “Kalyna.”
 
   “Is this even smart, meeting here during the day?”
 
   “I’ve already engaged in pointless chitchat with other students to allay suspicion.  I’m a temporary guard being friendly and looking to get hired.  No one will bat an eye.”  Maylene passed a folded note to the girl.  “Here.”
 
   She took the envelope and slipped it within one pocket.  “What is this?”
 
   “Instructions.  Things we expect you to do during the festival.  And before you ask in an unintentionally insulting way, I had someone else scribe them for me.”
 
   “I’ll read it over in my room.”
 
   “Were you able to learn what I asked?”
 
   Uncrossing her legs, Kimiko leaned forward on the bench and nodded.  “Headmaster Chaereas will give his welcoming speech one hour after sundown on the solstice.”
 
   “And he typically follows his routines without deviations?”
 
   “He’s too obsessed with being punctual.  It’s a matter of competence for him.  Trust me, he’ll be standing ready to speak when bells toll from the harbor.”
 
   “I love folks like him.  You didn’t raise any suspicion asking questions?”
 
   “Nope.  The Headmaster wants us to be in attendance for his speech if we can.  I barely even needed to ask.”
 
   “What about my other request?”
 
   Kimiko slanted back, resting one arm atop the bench.  “Didn’t need to ask anyone at all.  Every student knows Professor Vanrir despises celebrations.  He’s never spent time at the festival in the five years I’ve been here.”
 
   “What makes you certain he’ll be in the library rather than his study?”
 
   “Third floor library is the quietest place.  He goes there each year to escape the carousing.”
 
   “His curmudgeon ways will make me a happy lady.”
 
   A soft voice called from the lawn beyond, interrupting their conversation.  “Kimiko?”
 
   “Shit.  Looks like our time’s done.”  Maylene jabbed a finger toward Kimiko’s pocket.  “Do precisely what’s written on that sheet.  No deviations.”
 
   “Kimiko?”  A red haired girl moseyed around the hedgerow wearing a carefree smile.  “There you are.  Birnir said he remembered seeing you here.”  She halted when her eyes settled on Maylene, abruptly unsure how to proceed.  “Uh, sorry.  Am I intruding?”
 
   “Forgive me, young student,” Maylene said.  “I don’t mean to bother you.  Your friend was only giving me directions.”
 
   “It’s no bother at all.”
 
   Kimiko pointed toward one redbrick building trimmed in white paint.  “You’ll find Lieutenant Sarin’s office in Whitehall.  One of the doors in the first hallway.  Sorry I can’t be more specific.  I’m not in there often.”
 
   “Nonsense.  You’ve helped me greatly.  Thanks for your time.  It was nice meeting you, Learner Kimiko.”
 
   “And you, Kalyna.”
 
   Maylene nodded to the other girl and departed, rounding the shrubs as a professor strode past with eager children following.  Stroking his gray beard with one hand, he delivered a history lecture about ancient monarchs and forgotten wars.  She waited for the flock to tread past and continued onward, skirting a shallow reflecting pool encircled with marble blocks.  The pathway led to an open gate monitored by sentries displaying impressive alertness considering the tedium of their assignment.
 
   One smiled at Maylene’s approach.  “Back again tomorrow?”
 
   “First thing in the morning.”
 
   “See you then.”  He extended a buckskin glove banded in iron.  “Have a good afternoon, Kalyna.”
 
   For the life of her, Maylene could not remember this guard’s name.  Something short and entirely forgetful most likely.  She needed to start putting effort into caring.  If only for the sake of her charade.  “You too,” she replied, clasping his hand.
 
   Maylene walked beneath a stone arch and followed smooth cobbles threading between myriad flora.  Galens cultivated trees and plants beyond Starwatch’s walls, cared for with more love and doting attention than most children.  Much to her chagrin, Maylene had recently learned that every species was valued for its herbal and medicinal properties.  Bark from willow trees was used for pain relief, while thyme, cumin and dill grew in nearby rows.  Cinchona trees flowered opposite the willows, though she had forgotten what benefit was derived from its bark or leaves.  The entire conversation proved to be morbidly dull, and her head throbbed after listening to what seemed like an inconsequential oration.
 
   Pristine lawns soon gave way to brick constructs and Maylene entered the city alongside carriages dragged behind docile horses.  She turned down several avenues, perusing storefronts as though an average citizen on a pleasant stroll.  One slanting roadway brought her to a quiet market where Thorkell awaited outside a bakery, munching on slices of dark pumpernickel loaf.
 
   “How was practice?”
 
   “Oh, shut it.”  Maylene rolled her aching shoulder and grumbled.  “I’d forgotten how much I hate swordplay.  Give me a couple daggers and I’m a content woman.”
 
   “I have something else for you instead.”  He tossed her a bun made from sourdough rye and spiced with caraway fruit.
 
   She snatched the bread and tore a chunk free.  “You’ve no idea how famished I am.”
 
   “Shall we find our reputable shop?”
 
   “Lead on.”
 
   Thorkell strode the boulevard, eyeing Maylene while she ate.  “They giving you any fun assignments the next time you’re on duty?”
 
   “I wish.  In two days I have to stand guard in their frigging tree garden.  Good practice, they tell me.”  She swallowed a soggy lump and licked dry fruit from her teeth.  “Apparently some arseholes try to sneak in and rip roots from the ground, hoping to earn coins selling their horde to apothecaries.  I have to wander through the shrubbery making sure that doesn’t happen.  If I’m lucky I might get to crack a few skulls.  If I’m not, I anticipate a monotonous day I’d rather not partake in.  Of course it can’t be much worse than enduring a lecture about all the plants I’ll be babysitting.  Lofty galens insist their guards be informed.”
 
   “A clever person might have chosen to surround their precious orchards with a wall, rather than erect one on the opposite side.  You wouldn’t need to bother with guards in that scenario.”
 
   “Thank you,” Maylene groaned.  “I can’t tell you how much I wanted to point that out to the shriveled professor who bored me to tears.  I don’t understand why you merrily volunteer for these intricate confidence games.  I hate all this interaction with people I’m stealing from.”
 
   “I enjoy besting an adversary to his face.  I want the bloke to know afterward who outwitted him.  I’m humble enough to admit it’s arrogance that compels me.”
 
   “Isn’t that a contradiction?”
 
   “Someone as talented as I am can be humble and arrogant in equal measure.”
 
   “You have a seed lodged between your front teeth, oh talented one.”
 
   “Damn it,” he replied, extricating the obstruction with one probing fingernail.
 
   Their afternoon saunter continued in silence through the city until her companion halted outside one shop facing a congested intersection.  “Here we are,” Thorkell announced.
 
   “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   “My dear, you really ought to cultivate more appreciation for the finer things in life.”
 
   “Moccasins are dirt cheap and practical for skulking.  I don’t feel a particular desire for fancy footwear.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong.  Everyone has a need for fancy footwear.”
 
   He ambled through the entry ahead of Maylene, releasing an audible sigh of contentment once inside.  She sniffed pungent air and scrunched her nose.  “Smells like a farm.”
 
   “All quality cobbler shops should.”
 
   The proprietor glanced upward at the noise and tugged iron nails clenched between his lips.  “Welcome, my friends.  I’m here to serve.”
 
   “I have a need for boots,” Thorkell said.
 
   “Ah, no place finer to suit your wishes.”  He scattered the nails atop his counter and fetched a blank wax tablet.  “I have materials and designs catering to all manner of tastes.  Do you have a particular style in mind?”
 
   “Simple traveling boots made from varghol or calfskin.  Whatever’s on hand that won’t require you to make a special order.”
 
   “For a discerning gentleman such as yourself, I have oceanic speartooth varghol.  Pricier than calfskin it’s true, but the quality is better.  More durable and worth admiration from your peers.”
 
   Maylene responded with a mental sigh.  Such an obvious ploy to attract a more expensive sale.  Not that Thorkell would care though.  He only wore the finest fabrics on a regular basis, and today their shady benefactor was paying the cost of these duds.
 
   “I’ve always fancied speartooth skin,” answered Thorkell.  “That would be most satisfactory.”
 
   The cobbler turned his beady, money grubbing stare toward Maylene.  “And for you, ma’am?  No reason why your husband should be the only one to make a purchase today.”
 
   A hoarse cough vented from Thorkell’s throat.  “We aren’t—”
 
   “He wishes,” Maylene interrupted.  “But no.  My shoes are comfortable enough, thank you.”
 
   “Don’t let the naysayers fool you.  High quality footwear can be equally as comfortable as a favorite worn pair.  If they’re finely made, that is.”
 
   “I’ve no doubt.  But the answer is still no.”
 
   “If you insist.”  Disappointed eyes salvaged an eager glimmer upon returning to Thorkell.  “Tell me of your needs, friend.”
 
   “Standard boots with an open end I can shove my feet into.  I do have one peculiar request however.  An oddity that’s become all the rage in several Prydinian provinces.  It began in Tarelden, with aristocrats in Aerondell adopting it soon after.  Though I’m certain a master cobbler such as yourself has heard of the trend.  The sole features a small hidden compartment, appropriate for carrying folded missives, jewelry or thin blades.”
 
   “Most curious.”  He raised a brass stylus to his mouth and bit on its sharpened tip.  “I haven’t heard of this style.”
 
   “No?  Noblemen love the concept.  Imagine hiding a precious valuable where no thief can think of plundering it.”  Thorkell paused and cast a wary regard.  “You won’t have trouble producing an unfamiliar fashion, will you?  Because I can go elsewhere if it’s beyond your capabilities.”
 
   “Think no such thing.  I can match any northern affectation.  I only need you to tell me of its characteristics.”
 
   “It’s rather basic in principle.  The slot is accessed from the heel and can fold closed to be indiscernible.  Owing to the nature of some valuables, the slot must be reinforced to prevent breakage.  Otherwise the design is inherently useless, as you can imagine.”
 
   He idly stabbed his stylus into a flattened lump of wax.  “Soles will have to be an inch higher, I figure.  No getting around that.”
 
   “You’ll get no complaints from him,” Maylene affirmed.  “He’s always thought he towers over folks in a metaphorical sense.  Now he’ll finally get to do it literally, too.  Truth be told, I think you’ve made his day.”
 
   Thorkell shook his head in the manner of a long-suffering father.  “The height will be fine.  That’s naturally part of its charm.  Allowing patricians to stand taller than they truly are.  The fragile ego of society’s elite and such.”
 
   The cobbler nodded in a knowing manner.  “You wouldn’t happen to know if any materials are different from the norm, I suppose.”
 
   “Afraid I don’t.  I leave the details to your experienced care.”
 
   He hummed to himself and sketched messy lines into a wax tablet that vaguely resembled a boot if Maylene squinted enough.  “I anticipate a brace of nails running through the soles,” he declared.  “This’ll require more time than usual.  Are you hurried?”
 
   “Depends on how long you need.”
 
   “Perhaps a month.”
 
   “There’s another five silver if you can reduce that wait to ten days,” Thorkell promised.
 
   He pursed broad lips, presumably finding the offer difficult to refuse.  “I have other customers awaiting orders…”
 
   “Eight silver.”
 
   “It isn’t a matter of money, sir.  I’ve given assurances to fulfill their orders in a reasonable time.  My reputation is paramount.”
 
   “Ten silver.”
 
   The cobbler inhaled through amber teeth, weighing the potential for wealth against conceivably disgruntled patrons.  Maylene did not doubt which path he would take.  Guaranteed riches always trumped discontent elsewhere.  He could certainly appease unhappy clients, whereas this windfall would vanish forever if he rejected Thorkell’s offer.  Gods she loved the fact that people everywhere were pleasingly uncomplicated.  That fact alone made her life worthwhile.
 
   “As you wish.  I’ll make your order a priority to be completed in no more than ten days.”
 
   “Excellent,” Thorkell declared.  “I knew we could reach an understanding.”
 
   “Then the only thing remaining to us is taking measurements.  One moment, sir.”
 
   Maylene watched the man vanish from sight into a back room.  “That’s my cue.  Sorry chum, but this has become dreadfully boring.  I don’t even know why I agreed to join you on this chore.  I’m content stuffing my little feet into supple moccasins and devoting thoughts to more important endeavors.  I’ll be waiting outside when you finish.”
 
   “Your loss.”
 
   “I rather doubt that.”  Maylene ambled through the entry and found an empty doorway to loiter within.  Arms folded atop a begrimed jacket, she glowered at any strolling pedestrians who cast a glance in her direction.
 
   She rolled her head to one side and massaged a cramping neck muscle.  Damn she ached after that bloody training session.  Maylene felt mounting frustration that she had allowed Cyriana to talk her into doing this.  Leave the complicated cons to Thorkell; she slinked through windows and refrained from ever speaking to her victims.  Life was less convoluted that way.
 
   After an interminable wait, Thorkell finally emerged from the shop whistling.  He found her hidey-hole and sauntered over wearing a stupid grin.  “All finished,” he affirmed.  “Feel free to cease your bellyaching whenever it suits you.”
 
   “Comes natural when you’re around.”  Maylene shoved off one wall painted a lurid shade of green.  “If that cobbler enjoys jabbering to his customers, you might actually start a fictitious trend.  All to hide your ludicrous requirements.”
 
   “I am a fashion pioneer, it’s true.”
 
   “You’re certain a large enough quantity can be wedged within your snazzy booties?”
 
   “Not that you’re familiar with the concept, but that’s the benefit of cosmetics.”  Thorkell dabbed his glowing forehead with a handkerchief.  “You’d be amazed how much can be crammed into confined spaces.”
 
   “You know, it’s absurd how many problems we can make go away by throwing money at it.  You, me, Cyriana…all we do is shove coins at people who say no to us.  And it always frigging works.  What does that say about the state of our world?”
 
   “That the cleverest folks like us find our niche and exploit it the fullest?”
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of how messed up it is.  Though I suppose your observation has a measure of truth.”  Maylene feigned holding a tankard and lifted it for a toast.  “Here’s hoping the world never fixes itself.”
 
   *
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   One sentry garbed in studded leathers atop an unsullied cuirass admitted Almar through the yawning gate.  Flanked by high stone walls, he traversed a modest courtyard and proceeded beneath a second entry where two unmoving sentinels stood watch.  Almar was a familiar, though infrequent, visitor to Ironcleft prison.  Many incarcerated inmates owed their residency to his guards, who have a history of spoiling misguided attempts at burgling Starwatch.  He often joked the gaol was his own personal bank: Almar deposited a felon and Ironcleft ensured the culprit remained in place.
 
   Waiting for his arrival was Ducaen Tuduras, a grizzled veteran born along the inhospitable northern shores of Prydin’s Domain.  Almar extended his left hand and clasped Ducaen’s palm.  A skirmish with violent ruffians many years past had rendered the man’s right hand a crippled and useless appendage.  Ducaen continued to insist on having the hand wrapped in cloth bands, hiding the disfigurement from friends and strangers alike.  Almar did not blame the man for his caution, since many chose to view any minor deformity as a curse or punishment from vindictive gods.  The enlightenment found within Starwatch’s walls did not extend far into the world beyond.  Almar had known galens bearing grievous wounds or birth defects who served with dignity and compassion, who might have otherwise suffered unjust shunning elsewhere.
 
   All the more unfair that Ducaen earned his mutilation saving the lives of a young family accosted in the streets.  No longer able to patrol avenues and passageways, he now served as warden in Ironcleft.  Naturally this position brought him to the attention of Chaereas, who nurtured an unusual interest in acquiring bodies.  Almar admired Ducaen for his cooperation and discretion, though each came with a price.  In the preceding year he had proven more reliable than others holding less reputable employment.
 
   Ducaen beckoned Almar through a stone corridor to his chamber, beyond earshot of fellow gaolers and temporary holding cells.  Torches flanked the austere, unsoiled hall and Ducaen returned salutes from guards until he reached the final doorway.  Once inside, he invited Almar to claim a chair and crossed the office.  “What brings you here tonight, Captain?”
 
   “Same as before.  We’ve had difficulties contracting with the cemetery and thought you may have an inmate needing disposal.”
 
   “I reckon I may, except my mind has been elsewhere,” Ducaen responded.  “We’re dealing with a right mystery tonight.”
 
   “Anything I might fancy?”
 
   “Imagine you will.  Patrolling legionaries snagged some Shiylan kid attempting to pickpocket an aristocrat.  A skilled lad no doubt, but his eyesight wasn’t so good today.  Didn’t even glimpse the Draugans until they was on him.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound strange.  Petty crime must happen most days.”
 
   “Aye, we get no shortage of thieves.”  Ducaen settled into a worn chair behind his orderly desk and rested a wrapped hand on its surface.  “Only trouble is this one happened to be carrying exemption papers on him.”
 
   “A minor burglar?”
 
   “Haven’t come across that one before, but it gets odder still.  The documents are faked.”
 
   “No surprise there.  I imagine the kid wanted to whip up a replica so he could hide in the shadows at night.”
 
   Ducaen answered with a mournful shake of his head.  “Can’t be.  These ones are masterful forgeries like nothing I’ve ever seen before.  I didn’t spy anything that triggered a warning.  Not one chap who’s had a peek can tell.  And my guards have found all manner of questionable forgeries in their days.  They know what to be on the lookout for.”
 
   “Then how do you know they aren’t genuine?”
 
   “Have to be fake.  Once we learned the halfwit had papers we decided to investigate him.  We still need to be careful arresting someone important enough to be given exemptions.  Don’t want to upset any patricians.”
 
   “Kid’s a Shiylan,” Almar declared.  “How important can he be?”
 
   “Might be surprised.  Plenty foreigners living in Asdor have risen high, and more arrive every year.  I’m proof enough in support of the notion.”
 
   “What’d you find about this one?”
 
   “Nothing.  Or rather, there’s nothing to be found.  Delinquent doesn’t exist.  Which was the only way we figured out the documents weren’t real.  There’s no one living in the city with his name.  Certainly not on the exemption registries.  We combed through ‘em.”
 
   “How’d a street thief get his hands on flawless forgeries?”
 
   “Question of the night.”
 
   “Think there’s a forger selling papers?”
 
   “Could be,” Ducaen admitted.  “Don’t know what to do with the cutpurse I’ve got downstairs though.  Other than see if we can’t find out where he got the exemption from.”
 
   An unanticipated proposal took root amid Almar’s mind, spreading tendrils in all directions.  Skirting burial decrees was altogether different from unlawful imprisonment and murder.  Yet the information to be learned warranted possible repercussions.  Almar decided to throw caution to the wind and pursue his ambitions, suspecting Chaereas might find satisfaction in the initiative.  “Why not let me take him?”
 
   Ducaen raised a bushy eyebrow and narrowed suspicious eyes.  “Thought your only interest was in the stiff ones.”
 
   “Can’t shy away from an opportunity.  You said it yourself, the kid doesn’t exist.  Misplace some paperwork and let him disappear with me.  A clerical error no one will care to investigate.  I’ll see what I can learn about this wayward forger and share any tidbits with you.  Plus our client will be thrilled.  Each one of us can benefit.”
 
   “Easy enough to make this doable if I wanted.  I’d be running some awful risks though.  Losing a corpse is mighty different from someone who draws breath.  Could be noticed.”
 
   “Doubt anyone will care about some kid without a name.”
 
   “Even so, think I may need more incentive to take this chance.”
 
   “More than the usual enticement?” asked Almar.
 
   “Maybe fifty percent more.  To put my mind at ease and keep my conscience clear.”
 
   “Advancing our understanding of the natural world isn’t enough for that meddlesome conscience?”
 
   “Can’t help but notice you’ll learn more from a live one.  Greater value comes with a larger price tag.  Blacksmiths have been telling me such for years.  Got to assume the same’s true for people.  Maybe more so.”
 
   “I won’t argue with you on that score.”  Almar rubbed blonde hairs bristling from his jawbone, weighing the merits of splurging galen silver.  He did not have Chaereas’ blessing to make such an arrangement, though felt confident the Headmaster could be swayed to acknowledge inherent benefits.  The moping sulk Chaereas currently chose to wallow in was a temporary setback.  Almar believed his thirst for truth would outweigh all hesitancy given time.  Or once presented with an appealing test subject forgotten by society.  “We have a deal, Ducaen.  Fifty percent more it is.  I can live with those terms.”
 
   “Don’t think you’ll regret the decision.”
 
   “I know I won’t.  There’s no unpleasant situation this way either.  You can forget the kid was even dragged in here.”
 
   The warden reached across his desk and withdrew one vellum sheet from a stack.  Pivoting in the chair, he opened a glass lantern and fed paper to hungry flames.  Charred ash soon formed a halo encircling tallow wax.  “Don’t rightly know who you’re talking about.”
 
   “Must’ve been thinking about another street thief, I suppose.”
 
   Ducaen stood and nudged his unblemished hand toward the entry.  “Care to meet the little cutpurse?”
 
   “I would, yes.  Is he troublesome?”
 
   “Sure was at first.  Plenty bravado and indignation when we laid hands on him.  Got the sense he thought highly of his own importance.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “Cowers like a broken wretch.  My boys and gals have ways of softening the new ones.  Doesn’t take long, what with the practice they’ve had in years past.”
 
   “Means I won’t have difficulties taking ownership of the lad.”  Almar stepped into the corridor and rested one hand on the sword pommel at his waist.  “You do good work here, Ducaen.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Loyalty and the desire for self-preservation are ever at war with one another.  A pity that the choice is always an easy one.
 
   Ierullo Baskarsis, The Fool’s Folly
 
   183 Black Ruin, Year of Silent Tolls
 
    
 
   Gentle light from the twin moons spread across a cloudless, onyx sky, reflecting against rippled window panes stretching down the avenue.  Cyriana breathed pleasant air devoid of rancid odors.  Arroyo might be a dull city lacking the thievery potential of others, but she appreciated the subtler smells.  Grander cities came with an innate stench she could happily do without.  The wider selection of alcohol was another matter altogether.
 
   Zalla strolled alongside, her eyes lifted skyward at countless winking stars.  “I never could do this at home.  Wander the streets after nightfall, I mean.”
 
   “Which home?  Lashon Hara or when you lived in Soroth?”
 
   “Both, come to think of it.  Neither city was safe once the sun set.  Not for a lone traveler, and especially not for a female.”
 
   “The felons here are more timid from what I’ve seen.  We might be the most brazen and dangerous ones.”
 
   “Even if we aren’t, it’s nice walking with someone who could beat the pulp out of a hoodlum.  And I don’t think the legionaries here are corrupt, which is a nice change.”
 
   “Dealt with that often in the north, did you?” asked Cyriana.
 
   “No one trusted the city watch in Lashon Hara.  You could bribe them to ignore a mugging, and some wouldn’t even help victims unless coins were promised.  They’re all dishonest, immoral bullies.  Citizens looked to each other for help rather than those goons.”
 
   “Say what you will about the Draugans, but they enforce peace and order like no other culture.  I might have reason to complain about their heavy-handed tactics on occasion, but at least I know legionaries will spring to my defense if I’m ever in need.  As a general rule, Maylene and I never risk bribing Draugan soldiers.”
 
   “Coming from someone who loves greasing palms, that’s a telling claim.”
 
   “They’re immune to the temptation.  I don’t know if the urge is hammered from them in training or if they’re paid too damned generously to be interested.  Whatever the tactic, it’s effective.”
 
   Zalla eyed a flowerbed decorating one shop’s windowsill.  “Seven days until the Fete,” she said.  “Are you nervous?”
 
   “I might cultivate a composed mystique, but I’m not unflappable.  I get scared sometimes too, right before a daring heist.”
 
   “After all the things I’ve seen you do, I wouldn’t have thought fear was an emotion you felt.”
 
   “It’s true.  Same goes for Maylene and Thorkell, though they’ll deny the notion.  I’d wager Baskaran represses quarrelsome nerves before he duels.  Eloran might well be the one chump with so much arrogance it overrides the part of his brain that’s meant to feel anxiety.”  Cyriana ran fingers through windswept red hair.  “Takes a colossal fool to believe unease is a weakness.  If I’m worried about all the elements that might turn horribly wrong at a moment’s notice, it means I’m thinking about ways to avoid them, too.  The best crooks let concerns guide their choices.”
 
   “I never would’ve guessed if you hadn’t told me.  You must keep trepidation buried deep.”
 
   “There are advantages to appearing self-assured.  It inspires confidence in friends and dread in adversaries.  I must be a dangerous woman if even the worst odds don’t perturb me.  It’s all about the aura you exude.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s one of my talents.  I’m more like the shivering wreck.”
 
   “Comes with its own advantages.”  At the girl’s quizzical expression, Cyriana said, “Others will underestimate you.  A useful tool, not appearing to be a threat.  If you know how to exploit it.”
 
   “Can’t say that I do.  Must be an acquired skill.”
 
   “Since I’ve shared, how are you feeling about the robbery?  I suppose apprehensive might be a good description.”
 
   Zalla sighed and scratched her nape.  “I won’t lie, I’m a little petrified.”
 
   “I should hope you are.  Means you’ll stay sharp and ever wary for obstacles.  You start thinking yourself untouchable and you’ll never see trouble coming.  Not ‘til it’s killed you.  I’ve watched it happen to thieves who made the mistake of getting cocky.  A tragic thing, is conceit.  I’d rather wear it on the surface than have it deep inside.”
 
   “I’m just glad I won’t be expected to do all that insane stuff you and Maylene volunteered for.  I’ll be happy strolling the grounds with Baskaran for a date.”
 
   “She and I are content taking on the heavy lifting.  It is our forte, after all.  Besides, there’ll be abundant dangers, and it’s wise having the veterans in the thick of it.  Watching Baskaran and giving him instructions will be plenty helpful.”
 
   “I’ll also need to sample all the food.”
 
   “A task of vital importance, I should think.”
 
   “I hear the wine is equally impressive—”
 
   A strangled cry escaped Zalla as a figure struck from behind, hurling her face first against unforgiving cobblestones.  Cyriana whirled and felt the bitter sting from knuckles lashing into her cheek.  She fell to one knee, upraising both arms to fend off raining strikes.  Cyriana wrenched a dagger from one boot and agony lanced through the arm when a heel crunched into her wrist, flinging the blade aside.  Glowing lamplight overhead illumined Arora through descending fists, her spiteful face twisted into loathing.  Destiran’s unrelenting bounty hunter no longer seemed eager to capture living prey.
 
   “—kill you this time!” the woman howled.
 
   Cyriana sighted Raesh beyond as Arora’s fist slipped through warding hands and walloped into her face.  Zalla scrambled off the road and pitched herself onto Raesh, scratching at his eyes and wrapping one arm around a broad throat.
 
   “Get away from her, you bastards!” hollered Zalla.
 
   Bloody spatters wept from Zalla’s torn face, staining her teeth with each fevered scream.  Raesh’s startled yell diverted his vile compatriot for a fleeting moment.  Cyriana barreled into Arora and upended the cursing woman, crashing atop her sternum.  She hammered one fist into a misshapen jaw before Arora’s knee cracked against her back and sent Cyriana sprawling.
 
   Raesh grasped Zalla’s wrist and whirled her around, smacking the girl into rutted stones.  She voiced a choked whimper and cradled her stomach with both hands, shriveling into a pained fetal position.  Raesh muttered vindictive expletives and lifted one boot to hammer against her skull.  Terror blossomed on Zalla’s tear-streaked face.
 
   Wobbles shook his balance and Raesh toppled without noise, revealing a dagger hilt buried in his neck.  Zalla struggled to clamber backward, unable to remove her stare from the twitching corpse.
 
   Arora unleashed a bloodcurdling wail and faced Cyriana.  A blade fell from her sleeve into one outstretched hand and Arora lunged low, shrieking like an insane spirit.  Cyriana retrieved her dagger from between two cobbles and leapt for a downward thrust.  Scalding iron slid through the flesh and muscle of her own stomach as she buried a knife into Arora’s neck.  Blood squeezed between gritted teeth and Cyriana felt tears streaming down her cheeks.  She shoved her dagger deeper into the other woman’s throat, twisting it through a resisting jugular.
 
   “You die first,” Cyriana croaked.
 
   Arora spluttered a breathless cough amid belching blood until life receded from her eyes.  She tumbled backward, ripping the blade from Cyriana’s gut.  Agonizing heat flooded her stomach as though a torch had seared the flesh.  Vertigo assailed Cyriana and blackened spots sprinkled her vision, leaving only a foggy tunnel.
 
   Zalla sniffled and wiped beneath one eye, climbing to her feet.  A serene man strolled from the shadows into light afforded by a lamp.  He bent to pluck the knife lodged in Raesh, produced a handkerchief and wiped iron clean.
 
   “Noose, I presume.”  Cyriana winced and struggled to remain upright grasping her wet ribcage.  “Took your sweet time, bastard.”
 
   He dusted one sleeve and straightened.  “I did not wish to alert them in time to adopt defensive measures, and was briefed on your resourcefulness.  You had the situation well in hand, I see.”
 
   Pooling warmth bubbled between Cyriana’s fingers and splattered against one tarnished boot.  “Maybe…not this time.”
 
   Drooping eyelids veiled a world losing its colors and fading to gray.  Her blurring pupils sighted Zalla, saw the fear and horror written on the girl’s face, before she crumpled.
 
   “Cyriana?”  Zalla skidded onto her knees and touched frantic hands onto a gurgling stomach perforation.  “Can you hear me?”
 
   “Your friend might be beyond our ministrations,” Noose declared.
 
   “Shut up and help me staunch her wound.”
 
   “Alas, she may be right, child.”
 
   “Damn it, do something!” Zalla screeched.  “I won’t let her die.”
 
   A clammy hand touched Cyriana’s cheek and distant voices lingered in the air, quieting to a gentle hum.  Did the girl not understand she only wanted to drift into a dreamless sleep?  To forget the anguish even now quelling in her stomach and find the solace that has forever eluded her?  Regardless of intentions, a life like hers cannot last long.  Choices breed unwanted consequences eventually proving to be inescapable, and that truth was made plain today.
 
   What now for vengeance?  Was it delivered swift and true if Destiran never learned of the end that befell Cyriana and her killers both?  Questions best left to the living, she believed.  Those stubborn, unyielding fools who refused to let her pass.  The dead felt no need for introspection.
 
   A chilling wind caressed Cyriana’s skin, complementing the frigid ice blooming within her torso.  She welcomed the numbing absence of misery and decided this final embrace was not such a terrible thing to witness after all.
 
   *
 
   A weakened moan drew Chaereas’ attention away from cleaning tools to his henceforth unresponsive guest.  He settled a scalpel down alongside one sullied cloth and walked toward the man as confused brown eyes perceived his approach.  Stretched across a tarnished table, the youth sought to jerk his limbs, only to notice leather bindings looped around wrists and ankles.  Brief panic flitted across his bruised face and mumbles escaped through a gagged mouth.
 
   “Hello child,” Chaereas said.  “I’m pleased to see you’re cognizant.  Ah, perhaps I should limit my vocabulary for the moment, given your station.  It’s good to see you awake.  I worried the damage to your head might be excessive.  Guards and soldiers possess many likeable traits one in my position can utilize.  Loyalty and obstinate willpower, for example.  But their single greatest drawback is a surplus of…shall we say, enthusiasm.  You were considerably battered when I took possession of you.  Soldiers don’t tolerate thieves and criminals.  I worried what damage might have been done while in their care.  A relief therefore that I glimpse understanding in your bemused eyes.  You do understand my words, yes?”
 
   The Shiylan lad answered with a weak nod.
 
   “Wonderful.  No unnecessary head trauma then.  My name is Chaereas, formerly from the city-state of Thurii.  Right now you’re likely wondering what my plans for you entail.  Allow me to elucidate your situation.  I am a galen within Starwatch, and that position comes with rigid, unforgiving restrictions.  Though we purport to gather knowledge in all its forms, some means for achieving that sacred objective are forbidden.  You might think the belief is a contradiction as I do, but there are many who disagree and enforce regulations with a singular intensity.  I find this atmosphere suffocating, yet even I don’t have the clout to change their minds on my lonesome.  Perhaps if I can bring to their attention irrefutable proof of the benefits from my way of thinking, they might reconsider.
 
   “And that is where you come in.  For many months I’ve conducted studies and observations on corpses brought to me.  As an uneducated, presumably illiterate man, you might not know this, but our knowledge regarding the human body is pitiful.  Starwatch has stood for nine centuries and yet we’ve learned scant little about our own species in all this time.  We are a mystery to ourselves and I’ve long desired to remedy that flaw.
 
   “I don’t wish to bore you with specifics, so suffice it to say my passion for this pursuit waned in recent weeks.  Despite encouraging strides of late, my heart wasn’t in it.  We all face our moments of crippling doubt at one time or another.  Until I ruminated on a friend’s insightful words.  Fortunate for posterity then that my zeal was rekindled.  And I cannot neglect the potential knowledge to be gleaned from dissecting a living body.  My boy, you are what my colleagues despairingly call vivisection.  A practice that has been unflinchingly illegal since ancient heroes walked these lands wielding mythical weapons forged by the gods.”  Chaereas touched a finger to the lad’s chest.  “Imagine what secrets are locked within you, waiting to be revealed to an inquisitive mind willing to forego any trace of morality standing in his path.”
 
   A whimper choked from the boy’s stuffed mouth and Chaereas shushed him.  “Such truths aren’t possible with a cadaver, I’m afraid.  But don’t feel glum.  Your sacrifices will likely help untold thousands in the future.  Small consolation at the moment admittedly, but it shall have to be sufficient.  Aren’t you intrigued at the prospect of mitigating poorly understood conditions years hence?”
 
   Chaereas patted the lad’s shoulder and continued his circuit.  “You don’t need to answer that.  Hard to gaze past our own selfish wants and appreciate the benefits we may never know firsthand, yes?  I well understand your frame of mind, despite our inherent differences.  How unfair it must seem that you should die at such a young age to aid strangers whose names you will never know.  And alas, even your own won’t be recorded for future generations.  Mine will, of course.  Those who are saved will need a name to praise, a face chiseled in stone to prostrate before.  A fitting tribute in culmination of my noble crusade against antiquated guidelines held by my regrettably conservative colleagues.  Plus a welcome, and dare I say complimentary, reappraisal of my heretofore heretical ideas.  I think I rather like the prospect.  Strange how the fame and recognition seemed so distasteful to me only a short time ago.  Perspective is ever a changing notion.”
 
   He gathered satchels and placed the tools atop an adjacent surface.  Glancing down at weathered hands, Chaereas noticed his unmoving fingers.  He was not stricken by nerves or uncertainty during this pivotal time.  Still further reason to believe he followed the right path.  “In a moment I shall remove your suffocating gag, presenting you with a choice.  If you wish to hold civil discourse, I will welcome it.  However, if in a querulous fit you elect to wail and scream, you’ll leave me with no alternative but to return the soppy cloth to your mouth.  In that event, you won’t have the opportunity to speak more than whatever muffled squeaks you can force past chewed fabric.”  He furrowed his brow and rested one palm on the cool table.  “Will you insist on making a racket?”
 
   A nervous headshake served as the only response.
 
   “Delightful.  Perhaps you can share your own insights as I undertake my tasks.  Provided you don’t lapse into the frustrations of a cynic.  I’ll need honest opinions for the sake of authenticity.  Don’t withhold your feelings out of spite.”
 
   Chaereas ungagged his slimy mouth and cast the cloth onto damp stone flooring.  “There, isn’t that better?  No reason why I shouldn’t permit some measure of dignity for the subject.  May I ask your name?”
 
   “Desin.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, my boy.”
 
   “Why are you doing this to me?”
 
   “Have you not been listening?  I should think it quite obvious why I choose to do this.  To expand our understanding of the human mind and body.  To discern truths where only mysteries have flourished.”
 
   “No,” he moaned.  “Why me?”
 
   Chaereas waved a hand and shrugged.  “Ah, yes.  I suppose that would tax a person’s mind.  This has nothing to do with you specifically.  An arrangement was made with a local gaoler ostensibly on the Empire’s payroll.  He might not share my zeal for knowledge, but he does enjoy coins.  You are the most recent acquisition in our arrangement, though hopefully not the last.  I do so hate to kick a fellow when he’s down, but had you not chosen the life of a criminal you wouldn’t be here.  I’m not in the habit of plucking ordinary, peaceable citizens from the streets.”
 
   “I’m only a thief.  I didn’t murder no one.  They would’ve released me after a spell.”
 
   “This is true.”  Chaereas pursed dry lips and tapped his chin with one forefinger.  “Perhaps the selection could have been more discerning.  A rapist poised for the gallows, as an example.  Ultimately I only accepted what was given to me and had no choice in the matter.  That may seem as though I’m dodging responsibility.  I could have made stipulations and requests from the outset.  Naturally I cannot return you and run the risk of my nightly hobbies becoming public.  I will make a note for future experimentation and see this doesn’t happen again.  Be content knowing from now on I’ll only conduct research on heinous degenerates.  Thank you for this valuable input.”
 
   “Please, you don’t need to do this.”
 
   “But I do.  The weight of discovery perches on my shoulders.”
 
   “You ain’t no better than a murderer.”  Desin evidently sought to make the words a piercing, disdainful challenge, but his voice was instead a ragged, exhausted thing.
 
   “It may seem that way to you, but I perform with the best intentions.  If I must stain my hands for the common good, so be it.  I won’t voice complaint.  I might need to struggle against those who abhor my actions and seek to discredit me.  The detractors will be tireless and many, I fear.  However, I have every confidence history will validate all I do.”  Chaereas placed a calming hand atop the young man’s shoulder.  “Perhaps I’ll record your name alongside my own so future generations will know of your martyrdom.  How would you like your memory to live forever?”
 
   “I’d rather keep on living now.”
 
   “Not an unexpected response admittedly.  Though it’s high time you recognize the favor I’m doing for you.  Based on your deplorable life choices, in another few short years you’d be dead.  A theft turned murderous or hanging from the gallows, it doesn’t matter.  You’ll die forgotten and unmourned.  I offer you immortality.  A nobler fate than you could ever manage alone.”
 
   Chaereas rolled a drooping sleeve and fetched one scalpel with a deflating sigh.  “Alas, it isn’t my concern whether or not you appreciate this gesture.”
 
   “You’re insane.”
 
   “It may seem that way to a less enlightened mind.  The brilliant are always shunned by their intellectual inferiors.  You cannot imagine what childhood for a prodigy such as myself was like until I came to Starwatch.  Perhaps one day savants will be nurtured rather than preyed upon.  Given your deficiencies, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn you terrified smaller children to compensate for mental shortcomings you were incapable of solving.  I’ve seen your kind before.  At least now you’ll contribute to society far beyond what you could otherwise achieve.”
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Chaereas groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose, halting the scalpel atop bare flesh.  “My endeavors will take entirely too long if you continue in this manner.  It only lengthens your own suffering, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Let me go and I can get you more bodies.  You can cut them all open and poke whatever you like.”
 
   “Have you not been paying attention?  I already have an arrangement proving lucrative.  You’re merely the first of many living subjects.”
 
   “You’ll want them all,” Desin pleaded.  “More than me.”
 
   He waggled the blade toward his temple.  “I hardly think you’re qualified to pass judgment on my thought process.”
 
   “They’re trying to break into your tower.”
 
   “These failed intrusions are becoming an annoyance,” Chaereas groaned.  “I’ll trust in the expertise of our guards as I always have.”
 
   “They’ll be the first to do it.  I swear.  Master burglars, these ones.”
 
   “And how does a third rate cutpurse come to know such matchless felons?  Rub elbows in the same seedy taverns?”
 
   “They hired me for the job.”
 
   “If you’re indicative of their talents I don’t find myself unduly concerned.  For a man staring death in the eye, you would’ve been wise to fabricate a more believable falsehood.  Yours reeks of desperation.”
 
   “I was only the pickpocket.  The others are way better than me.”  He struggled ineffectually against his bindings.  “You have to believe me.”
 
   “Oh, I believe a foolish group will once again try to assail Starwatch.  I don’t believe your claims they’ll succeed, however.”  Chaereas twirled his scalpel and hummed to himself for a moment.  “If only to sate my curiosity, when are your geniuses seeking to steal from us?”
 
   “A festival for your sun god.  Happening soon, right?”
 
   Chaereas withdrew a pace and pondered the ramifications.  Operating amid the Eclipsing Radiance Fete offered tangible benefits and at least precluded the usual idiocy brigands employed.  “More clever than the typical bandits.  I’ll give them that.”
 
   “You’ll let me go then?”
 
   “What possesses you to jump to such a conclusion?”
 
   “I can help you find them all.”
 
   “Pray tell, what are your compatriots seeking to steal?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Now really,” Chaereas grumbled.  “You’ll need to try harder than that if you expect to bargain with me for your life.”
 
   “They told me, but I can’t remember.  The name was in some other language I’d never heard in my life.  But I know it’s in the top library.  Something old.  Thousands of years, they claimed.”
 
   “Are you toying with me, child?  Most artifacts in Starwatch’s possession date back centuries or millennia.  Did you really think that admission would narrow it down?”
 
   “It was a scroll of some kind.”
 
   “Delightful, now we’re getting somewhere.  We barely have any scrolls in the collection.”
 
   “What if I’m right?” Desin demanded.  “What if they steal some pricey paper and you’re stuck only with me when you could have had others?”
 
   “Let us say, for the sake of argument, that I’m entertaining this arrangement.  How many are in your skeevy band?”
 
   “There were seven with me.  Think what you’d learn from six others.  Men and women both.”
 
   “I haven’t had the pleasure to closely examine females to the same degree as males.  Women are notoriously reluctant to commit the stupid crimes men do.”  He waved a hand in Desin’s direction.  “Case in point.  I fear I’ll be confined to conducting vivisections on males alone.”
 
   “Not if you free me.  I can get you three women.”
 
   Chaereas placed his scalpel down on a notched surface.  “I have a proposition for you.  Tell me everything you know regarding this ill-advised heist.  Omit nothing.  Once I have heard all there is to hear, only then will we discuss the terms for your contribution.”
 
   “You promise not to hurt me?”
 
   “For now.  On the condition that your information proves valuable.  I refuse to offer guarantees if it does not.”
 
   *
 
   Chaereas cranked the centuries-old wrought iron door open and stepped into an adjacent corridor dusted in mildew.  One solitary torch gifted the hallway with light from a bracket fitted to ancient stone.  Almar leaned against the wall beneath, one hand holding a treatise on philosophy.  Chaereas tugged his robes tighter to ward off a chilly draft leaking through these subterranean passages and approached.
 
   The guard captain glanced upward, sketching his brow in furrows.  “That was absurdly quick.  You aren’t feeling hesitant again, I hope.  Not after all the trouble I went through to arrange this.”
 
   “Nothing of the sort.  But something else disturbs me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think a street urchin could unnerve you.”
 
   “Not him in truth, but what others may be doing.  The boy alleges several felons are poised to infiltrate Starwatch and steal an artifact worth untold amounts of gold.  He kindly offered to betray his former comrades and share what he knows with us.”
 
   “And in exchange for his cooperation you’ll agree to release him?”
 
   “Those were his wishes.”
 
   Almar blew a derisive snort from flared nostrils.  “A man facing death will invent whatever nonsense is needed to earn freedom.  Never believe a dying man’s testimony.  He’ll make an effort to sway the executioner with whatever seems most appealing.  His words are nothing but smoke.”
 
   “Ordinarily I’d agree with you.  But this one did raise notions worth pondering.  Even though he also failed to answer simple questions I’d anticipate a thief knowing.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “What the brazen heist hopes to steal for one.”
 
   “That’s more than a simple lack of knowledge,” Almar stated.  “How can a criminal not have a clue what item he’s supposed to steal?”
 
   “A pertinent inquiry.  He claimed it was a scroll.”
 
   “I’ll bet he did.  We only have a hundred thousand of those.”
 
   “Far more as it happens, though I suspect you were being poetic.”  Chaereas scratched his chin and felt the faintest brush of coarse hair.  “Yet it must be said that the information our fettered delinquent provided is suspiciously deficient.”
 
   “Do you believe him?”
 
   “I don’t know.  His story has the stench of desperation.  One might suspect there are too many missing pieces for it to be truthful.  I have a hard time imagining someone being involved in an intricate burglary scheme and yet knowing so little.  Do his compatriots not trust him, or is he merely an idiot?”
 
   “Or a liar,” noted Almar.
 
   “Indeed.  The potential explanations are worrisome.”
 
   “Even if there are others loose in the city, waiting to infiltrate our tower, they might all be amateurs.  It would explain his inability to share vital details.”
 
   “It would, yes.  And if that’s true we have nothing to worry about.  Yet another poor attempt to steal from us and nothing more.  Scribble it in your ledger or wherever you keep such details.”
 
   “What master criminal gets snatched in plain sight by soldiers while trying to steal a purse?  He and his fellows might be woefully inept, though merely unaware of their own worthlessness.  We’ve dealt with their kind before and increased the occupants in Ironcleft to Ducaen’s delight.”
 
   Chaereas wiped a dribble seeping from his nose, noticing Almar seemed unbothered by the icy air.  Given the man’s northern heritage in frozen Alcedon, this was not a surprising revelation.  “He claimed the leader is a red haired woman.  Devious and possessing a singular intellect.  If accurate, she has talents far beyond those who’ve raided our walls in the past.”
 
   “How do you want me to respond?”
 
   “I believe the better question is whether we feel he has enough credibility to warrant a response at all.  Though the proposed day for this theft would offer inspiring villains several advantages.  He says they’ll strike during the Eclipsing Radiance.”
 
   “We’ll be stretched thin enough policing the crowds without needing to worry about master criminals that might not exist.  I shouldn’t need to say this, but we’ll face determined backlash if our patrician guests suffer thefts because we devoted guards to a false warning.  There were too many pickpockets lurking last year.  Twenty-three accusations of theft if I remember correctly.”
 
   “You needn’t remind me.  I dealt with the fallout from vexed aristocrats, wasting valuable time placating their bruised egos.”
 
   “Yeah, and we calmed those nobles with assurances the same thing wouldn’t happen this year,” Almar affirmed.  “How do you reckon they’ll respond if it does because we’re off chasing ghosts?”
 
   “They’ll believe we offered nothing more than empty promises and did not take their complaints seriously.”
 
   “In return Starwatch takes a hit to its reputation.  Not to mention its coffers, since I’m betting fewer among the elites will be eager to continue donating to us if we can’t keep their purses safe.”
 
   “You paint a bleak portrait should I choose to listen to my captive bandit.”
 
   “Damn straight I do.  Just giving my honest opinion, as befits a captain.”
 
   “As always, your counsel is appreciated.  Instruct your guards not to deviate from their assigned patrols, but tell them to be alert for suspicious behavior beyond the usual petty crimes.  I think a warning related to the potential thievery should suffice.”
 
   Almar sucked his teeth, a habitual urge while thinking.  A gentle nod confirmed his acquiescence.  “Having their eyes and ears open for strange happenings won’t interfere with other tasks.”
 
   “I’d also be remiss not to mention one claim Desin made.  He believes someone you hired is a skilled thief impersonating an experienced guard.”
 
   “Did he give you a name?”
 
   “Maylene.”
 
   Almar snorted in distaste.  “I hired no one with such a name.  If the story he wove is even true, she’s evidently using a false one.  I suppose he knows nothing about her alias.  Like every other relevant inquiry you leveled at him.”
 
   “Yet another questionable gap in his knowledge.  She’s Asdori though, or so he claims.”
 
   “Five of seven women I hired are Asdori.  I’ll be alert for strange conduct, but I won’t carry out a witch hunt against my own people on the say so of a felon.  Not days before the festival after all their recommendations proved legitimate.  I have more pressing uses for my time.”
 
   “I don’t wish to blindly dismiss his ramblings as without merit though,” Chaereas admitted.  “A token precaution costs us nothing and may even prove beneficial.”
 
   “You have something in mind?”
 
   “Station sentries at the third floor library entrance.  Can we spare two without inviting risk elsewhere?”
 
   “I think that concession can be made with a couple adjustments.”  Almar rubbed one ear scarred by a pink smear.  “And the other galens?”
 
   “Tell them nothing.  Should word of an impending robbery reach their ears, they’ll demand to know where our information originated.  I’d prefer not to disclose such a thing.”
 
   “I can always claim a guard heard alehouse rumors if we need a plausible story.  But for now I’ll stay mum when galens are in earshot.”
 
   “If only my peers knew better than to ask incessant questions, as do your guards.”
 
   “Don’t need to know details in order to follow orders.  It’s the soldiers’ credo.”  He pointed a gloved finger at the barred entryway.  “What happens to your chained puppet?”
 
   “We’ll remove him from my surgical table and chain the lad in a cell.  Keep him fed and watered until the festival passes and we can confirm or deny his tale.  I won’t have him dying now that my research is close to its glorious zenith.”
 
   “Ah, the benefits of a living subject.  It’s a pleasant change of pace knowing that he won’t spoil if we leave him for a couple days.”
 
   Chaereas gathered baggy sleeves in his arms and proceeded to stroll through the corridor.  “We can even reduce his rations and conduct studies on gradual malnutrition prior to the vivisection.  I plan to experiment on this boy for all he’s worth.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   I’ve suffered more than my fair share of knifings and blunt trauma.  War wounds are hell, and whenever I earn a new one I question my sanity at continuing along this path.  I don’t think there’s a soul living today who’d respond different, unless they have some morbid death wish.
 
   Captain Quyonne of Tempest Birth
 
   Circa 327 Black Ruin
 
    
 
   18 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Blinding sunlight penetrated open shutters and stung her blurry eyes.  Cyriana tried to blink away the offending glare and lifted one weak hand to shield her face.  Hoarse groans vented from a parched throat.
 
   “Our plucky leader has awakened.  Go sound horns from the rafters and notify town criers on this blessed day.”
 
   Cyriana’s head lolled onto a pillow crusted in rust hued patches and she spied Maylene leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed atop her chest.
 
   “You’re once more among the living.”
 
   She licked lips riven in cracks with a swollen tongue.  “I died.”
 
   “Strictly speaking, you did not,” responded Maylene, shoving off the door and traipsing closer.  “Gave it your best effort though, you selfish cur.  Imagine abandoning us at a time like this.  And you came damned close.  Raise your hands and praise the gods they had a petite minion watching over you that day.”
 
   “Watching me?”
 
   “Zalla.  She saved your life, Cy.  Stopped you from bleeding out by stuffing your hole with segments ripped from her own shirt.  Then stole a damn wagon, got you to a half-rate physician, broke in through one window and threatened him with your knife until he got to work.  We’ve groomed her into such an adorable little criminal.  You might consider buying her a new shirt as a thank you gift.”
 
   “Or maybe she’ll be happy we’re even.”
 
   “Always the miser, eh?  Don’t rightly know why that continues to surprise me.”
 
   “You look for the best in people.”  Cyriana grimaced and clutched her ribcage with a weak hand.  “Son of a bitch.”
 
   “Serves you right for being sarcastic.”
 
   “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Four days.  It’s 18 Nashrenir.”
 
   “Shit.  The Eclipsing Radiance Fete…”
 
   Maylene offered a halfhearted nod.  “Is in three days, yes.”
 
   “Is progress where it should be?”
 
   “Marginally.  We haven’t labored with much conviction these last days, for obvious reasons.  For most of that time we didn’t know if you were going to pull through.”
 
   “Unacceptable.  I have one near-death experience and go comatose for a few days, and the whole operation falls to shambles.”  Cyriana waggled a forefinger at Maylene.  “Are you the one I should blame?”
 
   “I’d go with Thorkell, were I you.”
 
   “This indolent phase does have his musky stench all over it.”
 
   Maylene dragged a chair across floorboards and perched alongside the bed.  “Destiran dispatching his murderous underlings to track you across Asdor takes a special kind of obsession.  Gods only know why I’ve respected your privacy thus far, but I’d like to learn the truth.  If only because the next assassin might strike when misfortune decrees I’m the one standing beside you.  What the hell happened two years ago between you and him?”
 
   “Remember how I mentioned my desire to steal from that bitch procurator?”
 
   “And I told you then robbing a tax official was stupid.  Seems to be a common chorus for me, trying to convince you how dimwitted your schemes are.  I figured you never went through with the plan though, since you weren’t hanged in the public square and hinted at the Destiran job soon after.”
 
   “No, I tried pulling it off.  But she was hosting some senator from Minrathir for dinner that evening, and his goon legionaries caught me in the act.”
 
   Maylene hefted one leg atop the other, slouching on the rickety chair.  “Forgive me if I don’t gush with sympathy.”
 
   “Thanks for your concern.  After a night spent languishing in a cell, some army officer freed me in exchange for burgling Destiran’s estate.  He wanted a ledger that listed all the man’s illicit dealings and partnerships.  The officer was angling to be noticed and reckoned the information would lead to all manner of arrests.  My caper went south, Destiran’s house guards spotted me and I had to improvise.”
 
   “Torching his house qualifies as improvising to you?”
 
   “I got out, didn’t I?  With the ledger in hand, I might add.  Except I decided it was too valuable to give away for free and betrayed the Draugans.  Had no choice but to hightail from the city, hoping someone Destiran spurned might want revenge enough to make me a rich woman.”
 
   “It’s patently unfair that someone as audacious as you hasn’t died yet.”
 
   Cyriana touched a ginger hand to her ribcage and shrugged.  “There’s still time.  You know what the funny part is?  I never did find a buyer.  Destiran’s ledger is gathering dust in my stash to this day.  I’m also afraid with each passing month it becomes more outdated and loses its value.”
 
   “And he’s trying to reclaim it from you?”
 
   “Gods no.  I sincerely doubt Destiran knows I have it.  My guess is he believes it burned to a crisp in the fire.  He’s just pissed I wrecked his home.  The man will go a long way to settle a score.  If he knew I have his business dealings, he would’ve sent more than those two violent imbeciles after me.  I’d never have a moment’s rest.”
 
   “And the Draugans?  I haven’t heard a peep regarding a government reward on your head.”
 
   “I’m probably on their hit list, too.  But they’re more likely to do things in house rather than hiring a bounty hunter to come after me.”
 
   “Holy shit.  All this time I’ve shared a room with you, the Krypteia might’ve been prowling outside our window?  Godsdamn it.  I do not need the Empire’s covet operatives knowing I’m friends with you.”
 
   “Relax.  I was coerced into the heist because it wasn’t a sanctioned operation.  That officer I dealt with might not have shared details with another living soul to keep his reputation clean.  Even a legatus doesn’t have the authority to command Krypteian operatives.  There’s a chance I’m in the clear.”
 
   Maylene relaxed a stiff posture almost to the point of looking calm.  “But you don’t know for certain.”
 
   “Definitively?  I suppose not.  I had a run in with some hired toughs as I fled Asdor City who were made to look like Krypteians.  But they didn’t have identification or any other proof.  While I was floating down the Honeywater I had some time for reflection, and I’m convinced the Krypteia was never involved.  Whether they were goons or regular soldiers without armor is anyone’s guess.  Maybe they thought throwing the name around would intimidate me enough to surrender.”
 
   “Clearly they don’t know you.”
 
   “Few do.  My point is I wouldn’t lose sleep worrying about dangerous shadows prowling in the night.”
 
   “Still only your hunch?”
 
   “That’s not enough for you?”
 
   “I’ve learned to second guess your lamentable intuition.”  Maylene nudged a thumb over one shoulder.  “Want me to holler for the others to enter now that you’re conscious?”
 
   “Are they milling about in the hallway like drunkards?  Shouldn’t they be out scaling walls, bribing governors and purchasing catapults?”
 
   “Our scheme underwent some grandiose modifications in your incoherent mind, I see.”  Maylene shuffled toward the entry and barked a few phrases.  Groaning floorboards soon heralded the arrival of her companions.
 
   Zalla shoved through to the fore, eliciting a smirk from Cyriana when the young woman elbowed Thorkell in his gut.  She reached the bedside first and glanced at the dressed wound.  “You feeling okay?”
 
   “Nope.  Though I’m lucky to be feeling anything at all.  And I’ve heard you had something to do with that.  Thank you, Zalla.”
 
   “I may have broken some laws along the way.”
 
   “Even better.  I’ll mold you in my own image yet.”  Cyriana noticed mottled scarring across Zalla’s forehead, stretching over her temple and down one cheek.  “Did you earn that trying to protect me?”
 
   Zalla smiled and lifted a finger, though she refrained from touching the skin.  “My own war wound.  I scratched your face, and you caused this to happen.  A fair trade.”
 
   A groan echoed from where Maylene rested against one wall.
 
   “Are we boring you, darling?” inquired Cyriana.
 
   “Not at all.  But you’re delaying us from discussing important matters.”
 
   “More crucial than commiserating over our matching lacerations?  Or me learning how much this crew has slacked off during my unresponsive phase?”
 
   “We’re facing an even more pressing issue, I assure you.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   “Desin is missing.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Cyriana conceded.  “I probably should’ve noticed he isn’t standing in this room.  When did we lose him?”
 
   “Disappeared the same night you tried blocking a knife with your gut.  We haven’t been able to sniff out his whereabouts at all.  Considering we bought his loyalty with threats to see him dangling from the gallows—”
 
   “Wait, what?” Eloran stuttered.  “You threatened to have him hanged?”
 
   Maylene rolled her eyes.  “We obviously didn’t in the end.  Don’t be so sensitive.  What I’m saying is that his loyalty isn’t a sure thing.  He’ll turn on us without hesitation.  Time to consider cutting our losses and disappearing.”
 
   “We didn’t come all this way to shrivel and slink back with tails between our legs.”  Cyriana growled and jabbed a finger at stained bandages dressing her stomach.  “I didn’t get fucking stabbed to retreat this late in the game.”
 
   “Desin might be squealing all he knows to bargain for his otherwise meaningless life,” Thorkell declared.
 
   “Or he might have passed out drunk facedown and drowned in a gutter.  Could’ve got squeamish over the whole scenario and buggered off into the night when we weren’t eyeing him.  We don’t know and I’m vexed you want to walk away on a suspicion.”
 
   “Is this worth getting pinched over and rotting in some Draugan gaol?” Maylene questioned.
 
   “And is it worth abandoning all we’ve worked toward when you might be wrong?  Gods above, this is why I choose to work alone.  I needn’t worry about pleasing or convincing others.”
 
   “You’re welcome to return to that life, lass,” asserted Thorkell.  “I might not have the memory capacity that dear Zalla does, but you recruited us for this.  You chose not to go it alone.  And now that you’re stuck with us, it seems to me leaving all decisions to one burdened mind isn’t the wisest course.  We have a say, too.”
 
   Cyriana glowered at the others, annoyed that she was prone atop the mattress.  The enfeebled position ruined her chance at dignity and authority.  “During my forced sabbatical, did anyone ponder what our benefactor might do if we fled empty-handed after wasting all his money?  Speaking from experience, having a bounty on one’s head is not a pleasant way to live.”
 
   “Didn’t you threaten to leave if the heist became too dangerous?” asked Maylene.  “This precise situation comes to mind as a valid reason for following that route.”
 
   “I did.  But I always intended it to be an idle threat to maintain control over decisions.  Our chipper Shiylan seemed cooperative enough, but I’ve since wondered what his response would be if we actually ran.  We know he has one fellow spying on us.  Why not four or five?  Should we flee beyond city limits without a reason, we might find ourselves filled with arrows like hapless straw dummies.”
 
   “Lovely, Cyriana.  Simply lovely.  You coerce all of us into this game with the promise we can walk if it turns dicey.  And now you tell us we don’t even have that luxury.  What a swell caper this has turned out to be.  Happy to play an unwitting part in it.”
 
   “Let’s switch to a happier train of thought and try to recall what Desin knew.  I think we all recognized the cutpurse was low man on the ladder.  His knowledge regarding certain details was patchy at best.”
 
   “He knew what night we plan to strike,” Baskaran stated.  “Enterprising thief I am not, but even I’m aware that may be the most crucial detail.”
 
   Cyriana pointed a forefinger tipped in red at him.  “The sword swishing man is right.  And we can’t choose another time at random.  The entire ploy hinges on us being able to waltz into Starwatch.  We either commit on the night they might be expecting us, and risk walking straight into their merciless arms, or we run and forever keep one eye poised over a shoulder.”
 
   “I agree the Fete is still our only option,” replied Maylene.
 
   “Desin didn’t know where or how anyone planned to enter,” Zalla ventured.  “At least, not that I ever heard.”
 
   Cyriana snapped an eager finger and thrust it toward the girl.  “See?  There’s a gap in knowledge we can exploit.”
 
   Thorkell tapped his chin and faced Zalla.  “Your uncanny mind is required for another query, darling.  Have our Fendrel and Blaer personas been compromised?  What precisely did Desin know about that ruse?  Because our alter egos are vital for the heist and I don’t care to ponder about getting nabbed the moment we saunter up to a gate.”
 
   “We should be okay.  Most planning was done with only us and Cyriana.  Desin didn’t ever sit in or eavesdrop on our conversations when we discussed specifics.  He knew we were planning something, but I don’t think he has enough pieces to assemble a whole picture.  And I have no memory of mentioning our fake names to Desin.  Did you?”
 
   “Don’t reckon I did, but my recollections are considerably fuzzy compared to yours.  Can’t imagine why I ever would’ve conversed with him regarding that aspect though.”
 
   “I think it’s unlikely.  Desin never had the pleasure of meeting Fendrel or Blaer.  At least not officially.  He glimpsed us in our outfits, but nothing more.”  Zalla glanced at Cyriana and shrugged.  “Even though I wish I could say this with more confidence, those identities should be secure.”
 
   “More good news.  I don’t know why you chaps started letting doubt eat at your minds.”
 
   “I have a disagreeable revelation,” admitted Maylene.  “Desin knew I was impersonating a Starwatch guard hired for the Fete.  If we believe he was captured then he’ll reveal that nugget to whoever is up for listening.  He can describe me in detail.  They’ll seize me the moment I begin my shift.  I have no choice but to abandon that role.”
 
   Cyriana scratched her clammy brow and frowned.  “That sours my mood a little.  We’ll just need to find a new strategy for getting you inside the tower.  I’m not overly pessimistic concerning our chances.”
 
   “Damn it all to hell.  I know what route you’ll suggest for me.”
 
   “Then you’re already halfway to accepting its merits.”
 
   “This part of the caper has no virtues.”
 
   “Don’t fret, dearie.  I have a plan that’ll let you slip in through the scullery rather than lavatories.  Regarding the rest of us, even if the guards suspect a grand theft is in the works they can’t neglect watching the hundreds of other revelers who might be plotting a little robbery.  Crowds attract pickpockets and swindlers like locusts.  Time for us to use that to our own advantage and keep their ranks spread thin.  Distractions will be key.  Let’s go out and hire some untalented cutpurses to work the festival and get caught.  Maybe we can even whip up a frenzy somewhere needing guards to quell it.  Oh, the possibilities are endless.”
 
   “We could get Baskaran to insult some hoity-toity fellow and force a duel,” Thorkell suggested.  “That’ll attract a crowd.”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   Baskaran frowned and glanced toward Maylene.  “Would Starwatch even permit duels during a religious festival?”
 
   “There were two last year,” she answered.  “You might be standing on ground sacred to the galens, but we’re still in Asdor.”
 
   “Before my arrival here I wouldn’t have thought bloodlust was this high in a country famed for its luxury goods.”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   Baskaran folded arms across his broad chest.  “Not that I want to question our obstinate leader, but might it be wiser for Cyriana to sit out the heist entirely?  I don’t think she’d ever admit it, but she is wounded.”
 
   “I won’t be some sidelined invalid bemoaning my tragic fate,” Cyriana retorted.  “I’m not Eloran.”
 
   “Make that claim when you’re my age, brat.  Assuming you ever live this long.”
 
   Cyriana flopped one arm onto a mattress sprinkled with her own blood.  “Can’t imagine why I wouldn’t.”
 
   “I won’t question your heart,” Maylene said.  “Or intractable stubbornness for that matter.  But you don’t have the strength for grueling work.  You’d collapse into a shivering wreck if you tried even standard thieving.  And what happens if carelessness tears open that slash on your gut?  You start bleeding all over galen rugs, and folks will get suspicious.”
 
   “She might also die should that occur,” noted Baskaran.
 
   “Yeah, there’s that, too.”
 
   Cyriana narrowed her eyes.  “You can’t expect me to stay here.”
 
   “Of course not,” Maylene conceded.  “Short of tying your arms and legs to the bed, I have no way to enforce it.  But if you partake in the festivities with us, you’ll go where I tell you to be and stick to simple tasks I assign.  Coordinating basic elements on Starwatch’s front lawn, for instance.  You’ll need to take directions for once.  Think you’re up for it?”
 
   “Am I likely to have a choice in this?”
 
   “Nope.  Glad you caught on.  And remember, the decision to bind you in place is still an option if you get quarrelsome.  You don’t have the muscles to resist.  I’d wager even Zalla could pin and hogtie you.”
 
   “Now there’s a tasty thought,” Thorkell mumbled.
 
   Maylene thrust a forefinger at the closed doorway.  “You can go ahead and leave.  Unless you believe our party should have yet another cripple in its ranks.”
 
   “I enjoy my mobility just fine, thank you.”
 
   “Then keep sick fetishes inside your head.”
 
   Without invitation Thorkell walked closer and leaned over Cyriana’s prone form, fiddling with strands of her hair while she glowered upward.
 
   “Continue to paw at me and I’ll take your hand.”
 
   “Begging your pardon,” Thorkell said.  He let curls drop from between his fingers and stepped back.  “I believe you have need for an aesthetic change.  Not many folks with red hair in Asdor, and that’s the first trait Desin will describe about you.  Luckily I’m ideal to undertake the transformation.”
 
   Cyriana felt her shoulders sag.  “Ah, damn it.  I despise how much sense you’re making.”
 
   “Nothing to fret over.  I’ll use thythian nox.  It’s extracted by boiling a certain sea snail into mush.”
 
   “You want to smear snail guts into my hair?”
 
   “I assure you it’s harmless.  I’ve used the dye on several occasions myself.  And the foul odor is barely noticeable after an hour or two.”
 
   “Ignorance would have been preferable, in this case.  The gunk will wash out?”
 
   “Over several days, yes.  I reckon you’ll make a lovely black haired woman.”
 
   “I almost wish I hadn’t woken from my knife wound.”  Cyriana swung her legs over the bed and climbed into a sitting position, wincing against sharp pangs.  “Seems to my mind we’d be wise to change other details, too.  Slap together a few surprises, in case someone is leaning hard on Desin to spill our scheme.”
 
   “We haven’t been totally inactive, I’ll have you know,” claimed Maylene.  “Whipped up a couple tweaks he won’t see coming.  Plus we kept our clueless distractions in the loop and made all the arrangements with them.  Figured your diabolical brain could peruse our alterations and fiddle some more.”
 
   “Ah, delightful.  I feared you’d all shirk from duty with me drooling in a stupor.  Then we’ve got three days to let our creative selves shine and conjure some tricks to keep the folks in Starwatch on their toes.  We improvise.”
 
   Maylene groaned and touched a hand to her forehead.  “What happened the last time you improvised on a dangerous operation?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   “No, I’m interested in hearing this,” Eloran declared.
 
   “She burned a crime lord’s manor to the ground and got a bounty placed on her head,” answered Maylene.
 
   Cyriana waved a carefree hand still stained with her own blood.  “All in the past.  This time will be different.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “I’m less likely to be stupid and impulsive when others are with me.  Now then, I don’t want to associate with any bashful chaps tonight.  Whatever fiendish ruse comes to mind, spit it out.  Because if those galens suspect we’re coming, they’ll anticipate caution.  Time for us to flip the notion on its head and delve into the audacious instead.”
 
   *
 
   19 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Chaereas tented fingers atop his desk and hunched fatigued shoulders, eyeing the man standing atop a carpet now coated in ash.  “The conflagration is under control?”
 
   “Aye, finally,” answered Almar.  “We managed to keep it contained only within the scullery, without collateral damage to surrounding chambers or structural integrity.”
 
   “Was anyone hurt in the accident?”
 
   “No, thank the gods.  All kitchen staff evacuated and my guards responded admirably.  Even though it must be said fighting fires was never meant to be included in our mandate.”
 
   “A small measure of good news.”  Chaereas directed a finger toward Almar’s forehead.  “You have some ash beneath your hairline.”
 
   He touched skin coated in blackened gray and brushed gritty flakes off.  “The bathhouse will be full tonight, with all the soot clinging to us.”
 
   “Be certain to clean your boots as well.  They’ve dirtied my carpet.”
 
   Almar glanced down at powdery footprints stretching from the hallway.  “I have another pair.”
 
   “How curiously apropos your ancestors earned Graycloak as a familial name several generations ago.  You’ve certainly honored the concept in spirit, if not intent.  Were you wearing your cloak by chance?”
 
   “I’d have to be an idiot to fight against fire while donning a cape.”
 
   “How unfortunate.  You could have re-sanctified the name.”  Chaereas lifted hands from his desk and claimed a chair.  “Returning to the matter at hand, have you learned how this mishap occurred?”
 
   “Seems everyone is in the habit of thrusting blame onto others.  Seneschal Tranon accuses the scullery maid of allowing too much grease to accumulate and catch fire.  But one of the cooks believes the spitboy is responsible for failing to properly tend a fire, while the chandler is confident a member of the between staff is at fault, likely a careless hall boy.”
 
   “Those responses are dreadfully tangled.  Is there no compelling evidence that suggests one person is guilty over all others?”
 
   “Not that I’ve uncovered.  Every account I’ve heard is contradictory and circumstantial, yet we can’t afford to discipline all the ones potentially responsible.  We’d be left with a skeleton kitchen staff two days before the festival.”
 
   Chaereas drummed fingertips against a mahogany surface.  “You’re telling me I can’t reprimand anyone, even considering the severity of their carelessness?”
 
   “Unless we can unravel the conflicting explanations, no.  You do always have the option of choosing one person from the flock for punishment as a message to the others though.”
 
   “I won’t chastise an innocent employee on questionable hearsay.  Warranted or not, the tactic is patently unfair to the one who suffers.  We also shouldn’t breed animosity among those who prepare our food.”
 
   “Admittedly wise.”
 
   “Pray tell, what’s the fallout from all this?”
 
   “The scullery is unusable for at least several weeks,” responded Almar.
 
   “Repairs can’t be expedited in order to finish prior to the festival?”
 
   “Not a chance.  Much of the stoneware is too fire damaged for use and we can’t acquire new ones on such short notice.  Cracks have also formed in the terracotta floor, threatening to collapse under excess weight.  Until we can assess the danger, I have no choice but to recommend we keep everyone from entering.”
 
   “I’ll accede to your wishes.  The room will remain off bounds until the festival concludes and you’re able to properly survey the hazards.”
 
   “It’s for the best.”
 
   “Though you understand we can’t prepare all the food required for festival guests in our kitchens alone,” Chaereas said.  “The scullery is an essential overflow.”
 
   “I don’t admit to having much knowledge in those areas, but the staff did seem a little agitated when they heard.”
 
   “For good reason.  I suppose we were fortunate the fire did not spread into the pantry or larder.  The loss of our stockpiles would have been nothing less than a disaster.”
 
   “Small victories,” Almar uttered.  “What do you want us to do?”
 
   “Contact respected restaurants in the city and arrange for them to shutter their doors in order to prepare dishes for us instead.  We will pay for their services.  I’d wager most lose business when we invite the citizenry here for complimentary fare.  They may find the terms agreeable.  Have Seneschal Tranon coordinate between our staff and theirs.  It might also be necessary for certain tasks to take place in the pantry rather than elsewhere.  Peeling vegetables, plucking fowl and the like.  We’ll have to find space wherever we can.  Instruct our chefs to be creative.”
 
   “Cooks love an opportunity to spread their wings.”
 
   “They also grumble when outsiders try dictating requirements.  We’re boorish louts in their eyes.”
 
   A grin peeked through blonde hairs swaddling his jaws.  “Won’t be uppity when they’re too busy crouching over buckets in the larder.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Don’t speak to me of female weakness.  As any woman can attest, nothing in this world is more fragile than the male ego.
 
   Shiara Thirith, Squabbles Old and New
 
   87 Black Ruin, Year of the Drowned Mariner
 
    
 
   21 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Sopping mud swallowed one leather boot and Maylene growled, ripping her foot from unyielding mire.  She trudged along the shoreline through lapping tides and atop uneven rocks coated in algae, a burdened haversack flung over one shoulder.  Seaweed wrapped around ankles sodden with clinging mud, making each stride feel like strenuous exercise.  Perversely enough, this was likely to be the most enjoyable aspect in her evening.
 
   She touched one hand against a furrowed cliff face to steady her footing and continued on, reaching the primary outfall for Arroyo’s sewage system.  Carved straight through bedrock and running beneath the city, Maylene could barely glimpse Starwatch Tower perched on the cliff above if she craned her head enough.  Or rather a shimmering orange glow from fires and lanterns ringing the edifice and its grounds.  The tower itself was invisible against a night sky, discernible only where it veiled stars.
 
   Brown fluids trickled from the round drain between clumped obstructions like pitiful creeks.  Filth pooled beneath the outfall into a dark mound resistant to gentle tides, accumulating over a stretch of time lasting centuries.  She did not care to envision how much lingering waste dated to before her birth.  Plodding through decades-old sewage already ranked among the most unpleasant incidents in her thieving career without reflecting even more on the experience.
 
   Maylene considered herself lucky to arrive prepared this time.  Fabric laced with perfume was stuffed up each nostril and long hair bound into a bun so tight her scalp ached.  She lowered a sealed lantern onto one rock and settled vinegar-soaked cloth around her mouth, tying the fabric into place.  Though not particularly pleasant, it achieved the desired result in warding the overpowering fecal stench.  Maylene only prayed she could remove it fast enough if the urge to vomit arose.
 
   Hoisting her lantern in one hand, she grasped stone bricks crusted with mold and hauled herself into the drain, smacking soiled boots through sloshing waste.  Maylene wriggled fingers laced with fungus and wiped furry green residue onto her trousers.  Breathing pungent, shallow breaths, she trekked onward into the underground maze.  Orange flickers bathed walls smoothed by churning liquids over the centuries.
 
   During initial reconnaissance, Maylene found herself hoping the drainage pipes were too narrow for a human to crawl through.  Infiltrating the galen academy via this route did not appeal to her sensibilities.  Though like everything else in Starwatch, the sewer system was engineered with grandeur in mind.  She walked upright without scraping the curved ceiling and could stretch both arms outward yet fail to brush fingertips against slippery bricks.
 
   Maylene discovered the first marking made by her hand earlier this month, scratched into bricks using chalk.  The vibrant white shade faded much during the interval, and she feared a crucial turn might be missed if a rainstorm had washed one away entirely.  As she discovered earlier, many passages had collapsed into rubble unable to admit anything larger than a scurrying rat.  Holding the lantern before her eyes, she slogged onward at a sluggish pace.
 
   Yellowed bones caked in slime bulged from turbid waste at her feet.  Maylene wondered if creatures lurked in these narrow caverns, hunting unsuspecting prey.  Certain species of carnivorous hraduls were rumored to inhabit sewers and abandoned underground tunnels.  The last thing she needed was to blunder into a pack of the aggressive and oft poisonous canines.  She lowered one hand until it touched a sweat-stained dagger grip hitched to her belt, poised to blindly slash iron when the first growl sounded.
 
   Pale streaks etched onto walls led her through unfamiliar passageways, each looking indistinguishable from the others.  Finally she reached the chosen entry point under Starwatch, silently thankful no surging waters had erased her handiwork.  An awaiting rope dangled from the chute above, one curled end soaking in viscid fluids.  Maylene secured the lantern to her belt and tested the line with a harsh tug.  Seizing coiled hemp in both hands, she wedged boots into holes gouged through stone and ascended.  Muscles burned within her shoulders and arms, screaming for respite through each grueling inch higher.  An eternity languishing in agony passed within her mind until she reached the shaft’s zenith.
 
   Maylene released the rope and slapped one hand atop a moist ledge, bracing her feet upon protruding bricks.  She heaved despite anguish creeping through exhausted limbs until both forearms rested atop the edge and her head peeked over.  Blinking sweat from squinted eyes, she glimpsed Kimiko waiting against a refectory table used by scullery staff.  The girl noticed her plight and hurried closer, clasping small hands around Maylene’s wrists.  She jammed her shoes against stone and yanked, tugging Maylene higher.
 
   “Drag harder, damn it.”
 
   “I’m…trying,” Kimiko groaned.
 
   Rutted bricks scoured Maylene’s stomach and bashed into her thighs, shredding thin fabric and slicing tender skin across one kneecap.  She flopped over the chute and Kimiko sprawled backward onto terracotta tiles stained in discordant hues.  Maylene toppled into a graceless pile atop the girl and an onrush of air fled Kimiko’s lungs.  Her lantern clattered against the floor, dislodging melted wax and snuffing its flame.  Only an oil lamp brought by Kimiko kept darkness at bay.
 
   Maylene ripped the rag off her mouth and plucked fabric from both nostrils.  Rolling aside and gulping deep breaths, she climbed upright and unsheathed a knife.  Maylene staggered back to the chute and sawed through knots Kimiko fastened, severing hempen rope to crumple amid forgotten waste below.  She stabbed the dagger into its scabbard and turned around, still hampered by numbing muscles.
 
   Kimiko stood nearby with a hand pressed beneath her nose, attempting not to gag and only partially attaining the aim.
 
   “It’s worse down there,” Maylene muttered.
 
   “I’d prefer not to know.”
 
   Maylene hacked a dry cough, spewing soot outward like wispy clouds.  Surfaces were dusted in pale ash and scarred by black scorch marks.  Stoneware chunks littered tiles at her feet, having presumably ruptured from the heat.  “Damn this place looks awful.”
 
   Kimiko nodded while eyeing ruined surroundings, though chose not to speak.
 
   “Thanks for starting a bonfire in here.  Scheme worked like a charm.  Don’t tell me part of you didn’t feel a thrill playing arsonist.  Everyone loves fire.”
 
   “I’m just glad no one was hurt.”  She handed Maylene a lumpy cloth rolled tight, breathing loudly through her gaping mouth.
 
   “Go wait for me in the adept residences.  And remember, you help us pull this off and come tomorrow you’ll have enough riches to finish your studies.”
 
   Kimiko nodded and pointed at one wall.  “Make sure you stay quiet.  The kitchen is on the other side.  This is the only room we’re not supposed to be in.”
 
   “I’ll be gone from here in another minute.”
 
   She lifted her lamp and glanced over a shoulder.  “You’ll be fine without light?”
 
   “I live in darkness.”
 
   Once Kimiko withdrew from sight, Maylene stripped naked and pitched foul smelling clothes and boots soaked in watery excrement down the chute.  Wrapping her dead lantern in oilcloth from the sack to muffle noise, she lobbed it down next and stepped back.  She wiped dirty hands on a spare cloth and unfurled the bag Kimiko brought, revealing a fresh wardrobe and padded moccasins.  Maylene dressed in haste, finished fastening each button and unbound her hair.  She looped a weapons belt around her waist last, the only possession to remain.
 
   A subtle putrid aroma lingered, though that could not be helped.  She tossed her cluttered haversack over one shoulder and set out for higher floors, bringing wonderful stenches as a souvenir.
 
   *
 
   Aryll sipped sweet plum nectar and strolled curving brick pathways.  Twin moons illumined a clear night sky decorated in entwined constellations.  Musicians serenaded attendees with sorrowful songs on stringed harps and zithers to symbolize bereavement following sunset.  Livelier, celebratory pieces would come later in the evening, proclaiming faith in the sun’s everlasting rebirth.
 
   Elsewhere acrobats performed to the delight of onlookers, whirling blades and torches while balanced on wobbly stilts.  Though never a devout worshiper of Adonas, Aryll loved this festival.  Her home community in Prydin’s Domain had nothing in comparison to the Eclipsing Radiance.  This was her sixth year experiencing the Fete, and each seemed grander than the last.
 
   “Learner Aryll!”
 
   She halted to survey milling throngs and a hundred indistinct conversations.  Finally an upraised arm snagged her attention toward three figures standing beneath the southern gate.  A tower crowned by the rising sun emblazoned the surcoat worn by a guard, and beside him stood two familiar guests.  Aryll finished her drink and placed the glass on a tray carried by one roving server.  Making certain no liquid stained her lips, she sauntered through the crowds and approached Fendrel.
 
   “Ah, lovely to see you again, my dear.”  He cast a satisfied smirk at the sentry.  “She’ll vouch for us.”
 
   The guard arched an inquisitive brow.  “Do you know this man and woman?”
 
   “I do,” she said.  “Fendrel Ornaen and his associate Blaer Sororssa.”  Aryll turned to the other woman and felt her eyes widen at the sight of rough scars tracing over Blaer’s face.  “Are you okay?  What happened to you?”
 
   “I decided to have one too many drinks several nights ago,” she answered.  “Fell down a flight of stairs trying to reach my room.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “Wasn’t my finest hour.”
 
   The guard interjected by clearing his throat with a guttural hack.  “I’m relieved to hear they’ve been honest with me.  And their tale of a donation?”
 
   “All true,” confirmed Aryll.  “Their wealthy employer wants to give his collection to us before passing away.  I helped catalogue the first shipment they brought.”
 
   “And you’ve been asked to do the same for their second?”
 
   “What?  Not that I’ve heard.  I didn’t even know they’d be here tonight.”
 
   Fendrel reached within his jacket and produced an envelope.  “I suspect these instructions were never adequately conveyed to you.  An understandable oversight, given the preparations necessary to hosting a festival of this scale.  Our task is a mundane one easily forgotten.”
 
   Aryll accepted parchment, eyed a broken seal and unfolded the letter.  Frustration boiled through her chest with each additional word.  The world was conspiring to ruin her evening.
 
   “What does it say?” questioned the guard.
 
   “It’s addressed to Fendrel and signed by the Headmaster.  After the usual formalities welcoming him back to Starwatch, Professor Chaereas is instructing me to extend the same courtesies as before and accompany their donations into the library.”  She flicked green eyes beyond the sheet toward Fendrel.  “Personally.”
 
   “We found your company most agreeable,” he affirmed.
 
   Aryll closed her eyes to banish mounting annoyance.  However justified, insulting visitors would reflect poorly on her suitability as a student.  Only when confident her voice would not sound angry did she speak.  “Why does it need to be tonight?  Come back in the morning and I’ll be happy to help.”
 
   “I’m afraid we cannot.  Blaer and I booked passage with a caravan departing at sunrise tomorrow.  I fear our benefactor doesn’t have many days left and we can’t tarry longer.  There are matters relating to his estate that must be dealt with before he passes on.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you come yesterday?”
 
   “Our shipment was regrettably delayed en route, owing to poor weather on the Amaranthine Sea.  The crate only arrived earlier today.  I was content to contact your order and instruct you where to retrieve the donation on our behalf, but the harbor master refused the suggestion.  After confiscating the delivery, he was adamant I alone could claim our property and have it released.”  Fendrel offered a sympathetic smile.  “I understand this is a celebratory night you’re eager to enjoy.  I would not impinge on your evening unless I had no other choice.”
 
   The sentry folded arms atop his tabard and eyed Aryll.  “What do you want to do, Learner?”
 
   “Damn it.”  She slapped the letter back into Fendrel’s hand and sighed.  “I’ll take responsibility and escort them into the library.”
 
   “As you wish.”  The guard turned and beckoned with a gloved hand.  In response his compatriot hauled one crate through the entry on squeaking wheels and dumped it alongside Aryll.  “We’ll need to verify its contents.”
 
   “By all means,” Fendrel responded.  “We’ve nothing to hide.”
 
   Starwatch guards lifted a wooden lid and leaned it against the crate.  They reached within and pawed through tomes, scrolls and loose parchment, sifting deeper to uncover still more artifacts.  Satisfied with their search, both guards latched the lid in place again.
 
   One turned to his comrade.  “Should we find the Headmaster and confirm if he wants the donation to happen tonight?”
 
   “Not on your life,” replied the other.  “He’s readying his welcome speech.  I won’t be the one to disturb him with some petty question.”
 
   “Neither will I.  Guess that settles it.”
 
   He offered a cursory nod to Aryll and they returned to their posts.
 
   “Thank you for assisting us yet again,” Fendrel remarked.  “And I am sorry for intruding on this night.”
 
   “I’m only depositing your donation in the library,” she explained.  “I don’t care what the letter instructs me to do, we aren’t sorting your books or wandering the floors.  Not tonight.  I’ll do it on my own tomorrow.”
 
   “I mean no disrespect, but should you brush aside the Professor’s directions without consulting him?”
 
   “When did you receive the letter from Headmaster Chaereas?”
 
   “Eight days ago.”
 
   “Then he didn’t anticipate I’d be forfeiting my time at the Fete to help you.  He’ll be fine with my decision.”
 
   “Of course.  I understand.”
 
   Aryll nudged her thumb at donations perched atop the trolley.  “And guest or not, you’re lugging the crate this time.”
 
   Fendrel smirked and wriggled fingers wrapped in ermine.  “A fitting punishment.”
 
   Shoving through swarms of revelers with a wheeled contrivance in tow proved maddening and languid.  Aryll did her darnedest to move bodies aside, though few listened to a teenage student not wearing galen robes.  She mouthed words of thanksgiving upon finally reaching Starwatch Tower itself.  Attendees mingled among the artificial ponds and streams, sipping drinks and nibbling sweetmeats on arched bridges.  Aryll cleared a route in less time and soon reached the lift, where Fendrel showed his letter to the sentries and gained admission.  She grasped one velvet cord from a multitude and yanked, signifying to muscled servants stationed in the basement to commence hauling.  Part of her felt guilty forcing these unnamed workers to labor on this night when they could instead be resting.
 
   They ascended Starwatch to the sixth floor without conversing beyond strained pleasantries.  Aryll felt no desire to be forced into a task that felt more like a punishment, and she suspected her disappointment was not lost on Fendrel and Blaer.  Whether their silence indicated respect or embarrassment meant nothing to her so long as dialogue was stifled.  She planned to finish this chore in haste, escort the interlopers back outside and return to enjoying her night.  Like she should be doing now.
 
   Once the lift groaned to a halt, Aryll unbolted the door and shoved it ajar, strolling into a deserted library.  “Drag your trolley behind me and let’s get this over with.”
 
   “I see we caught you on a bad evening,” Fendrel said.
 
   “No, you caught me on the worst possible evening.”  Aryll stopped alongside a shelf and massaged her forehead.  “I’m sorry.  I know our current debacle isn’t exactly your fault.  And ordinarily I’d be fine doing this again.  I actually enjoyed our time together before.  But I look forward to this night all year long.”
 
   “I understand our little detour is not something you wish to be doing.  We’ll try to make it painless for you, if possible.”
 
   “The Fete is an impressive spectacle from what I saw,” Blaer remarked.  “Do you have a favorite element?”
 
   Aware she was simply trying to be nice, Aryll smiled.  “The decempraelium.  It’s a choreographed fight between ten dancers in time with drummers.  Trust me, there’s nothing else like it.  You can always stay if you wish.  The festival is open to everyone.”
 
   “Perhaps we will,” replied Fendrel.  “Though we shouldn’t remain long into the night if we hope to wake in time for our caravan tomorrow morning.”
 
   “You won’t regret losing a little sleep to watch the display.  It’s mesmerizing.”
 
   “Sounds as though we may need to remain at least for this performance, if nothing else.”
 
   “There’ll also be select readings from the works of admired philosophers and orators.  You might enjoy that, Fendrel.  Since you implied an appreciation during our last trip here.”
 
   Aryll glanced over one shoulder when she no longer heard creaking wheels.  Fendrel and Blaer stood atop an empty stretch of marble floor, leaning the crate’s lid against one desk.  Blaer’s lantern perched atop its surface while Fendrel started retrieving contents from within the container.
 
   Aryll clamped down on her tongue and strode closer.  She was trying to be nice and forgiving.  Caving to her budding anger would not solve this issue.  She needed to be firm but calm, similar to the likeable professors.  “I told you we aren’t cataloguing all your donations tonight.”  Aryll bent down and retrieved a tome in one hand.  “I’m sorry, but I really don’t have the patience for it.  Toss everything back inside and I’ll deal with this in the morning.”
 
   “I’m afraid that won’t do,” Fendrel declared.
 
   “What difference does it make—”
 
   Aryll uttered a shrill cry as a hand gripped her hair from behind and wrenched backward.  Razor iron pressed against her exposed throat and Aryll struggled to swallow.  Her fingers crept apart, releasing the book to bounce atop unfurled scrolls.  Warm breaths brushed over one ear as a shiver snaked down Aryll’s spine.  A lingering stench of filth and decay wafted through the air.
 
   “I wouldn’t choose to be skittish if I were you,” rasped a woman’s voice.  “This edge is awfully sharp.”
 
   Aryll shifted widening eyes to the others, dismayed to glimpse a lack of surprise on their unruffled features.  “Fendrel…?”
 
   “Doesn’t take directions from you.  This is my show now.  Fendrel, be a dear and bind the girlie.”
 
   He stepped toward the lid and hammered one boot against its surface, smashing through wooden planks.  Crouching on the ground, he ripped fragments aside and drew forth cord nestled within.  Fendrel unrolled coiled rope, brushed off splinters and pulled her away from the unknown woman.  He placed Aryll’s arms behind her back, knotting slender wrists together.  “Sorry, lass.  Do as you’re bid and there won’t be excessive unpleasantness.”
 
   “Are…are you going to kill me?”
 
   Fendrel turned her around gently and stared into her moistening eyes.  “The plan is for no one to die.  Yourself included.  Cooperation and silence will keep you alive tonight.”
 
   Aryll settled on the floor in a cross-legged position at his urging while Fendrel tied her rope to one desk.  Pale moonlight peered through windows, mingling with a solitary lantern to illumine the unknown woman’s features.  Black hair dampened by sweat clung to her flushed skin above hostile almond-shaped eyes.
 
   Fendrel faced the strange woman and lifted his lips in a smile.  “How was your entry, my dear?  Invigorating, I’d imagine.  If the smell is anything to go on, that is.”
 
   Aryll felt a flush of anger that blended with her fright.  The bastards were actually joking and acting carefree.
 
   “Mention it again and I’ll cut you.”  The Asdori woman snapped impatient fingers toward the crate.  “Gather our resources.  I’m antsy and more than a little put off by my climb.”
 
   In response Fendrel leaned into the crate while Blaer disappeared from sight to peruse endless rows.  The unfriendly woman folded arms sheathed in supple leather vambraces and leaned on a shelf.  Recollection tugged at Aryll’s foggy memory, insisting she had encountered this stranger before.
 
   “I know you,” she asserted.  “I saw you earlier on Starwatch grounds.”
 
   “Funny how our paths continue to cross.”
 
   “Kar…Kala….”  Aryll struggled to bring the name onto her tongue.  “Kalyna.”
 
   “Sharp memory.”
 
   “You were supposed to work as a guard.”
 
   “An irritating ruse I’m happy to be finished with.  You might not agree with me, but it’s dreadfully boring in your moldy institution.  I’d be stark raving mad if I lived here.”
 
   “Who are you?” Aryll questioned.  “I mean really, since you obviously aren’t a guard.”
 
   “No one of consequence to you,” she retorted.
 
   Fendrel straightened and tossed a tome to the woman.  Smirking like a child, she skewered the codex with her knife and tore through its thick cover.  Kalyna yanked a leather pouch free and tossed the book aside as Blaer arrived carrying statuary.  The younger woman lifted a bust of Empress Theodora and smashed it into pale slivers against black marble.  Reaching amid stone shards, she grabbed a narrow implement and handed it to Kalyna.
 
   Fendrel must have noticed her horrified expression, because he smiled and kicked a fragment to skitter across the floor.  “Don’t worry, Aryll.  That bust didn’t actually date from the empress’ lifetime.  Nothing more than a clever fake designed for smuggling.  We don’t casually destroy priceless artifacts.  It would defeat the entire purpose.”
 
   Aryll watched Blaer select particular artifacts from the crate, each holding a certain item within.  Frayed parchment and shorn leather fluttered to collect on marble, decorated with ink no eyes would ever read again.  The realization stirred a twinge of sadness within her.
 
   She glanced at the Asdori woman and imbued her voice with all the strength she could muster, doing little more than hiding a tremble.  “What do you want with me?”
 
   Kalyna crouched and cupped Aryll’s chin between thumb and forefinger.  “I thought it was obvious.  We’re burgling Starwatch.  And you’re going to help make that possible.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana swallowed complimentary wine from a tall crystal, swirling the pleasant liquid within her mouth.  She had no clue what vintage the glass held, aside from the fact it possessed a rich berry taste.  Far more exquisite than the cheap wine she normally drank.  The server mentioned some vineyard as if she was meant to understand its meaning, though the young man might have spoken another language for all she knew.  Not that it mattered.  Despite what aristocratic dandies claimed in their snide, nasally speech, one did not need to understand wine or cultivate a refined palate to enjoy the stuff.  Especially booze offered for free.
 
   “This is lavish,” she purred.
 
   Baskaran crammed a Shodii style potato dumpling filled with minced mackerel and seaweed into his mouth.  Garlic butter dribbled down his chin until he wiped it with one hand.  “Starwatch likely expends a fortune throwing the festival each year.”
 
   “All that shiny gold from benefactors with more money than sense needs to go somewhere.  I almost admire Thorkell and his overly convoluted confidence games.  Gives him a reason to rub elbows at fancy shindigs like this.  The man must guzzle pints of swanky wine and gobble enough caviar to populate a lake with sturgeon.”
 
   “I don’t believe one guzzles wine.”
 
   “Shut it, you fancy duelist.  Weren’t you drinking rose water the day we met?”
 
   “I can’t help it if my services are highly valued.  There’s no need to be jealous.”
 
   “Of you?  Whatever.”  Cyriana stared at the traitorously empty glass in her hand before turning her attention farther afield.  “You see where that girl with the Prydinian food wandered off to?  I didn’t get me one of the blonde logs and I have a hankering.”
 
   “I don’t know what that is, but your homeland’s cuisine never fails to make me queasy.”
 
   “Can’t imagine why.  It’s raw venison pounded flat and stuffed with goat cheese and sheep entrails chutney.  The best ones have a dollop of suet smeared overtop.  They’re delicious.”
 
   “And up come my dumplings,” he groaned.
 
   She surveyed the surrounding territory for platters stacked with food yet glimpsed none.  Parting revelers lured Cyriana’s attention away from her nagging stomach until she noticed the Headmaster walking toward a basalt dais.  “Never mind.  Chaereas is preparing to deliver his address.  I’ll hunt down the appetizers later.”
 
   The honcho galen climbed stairs onto the Orator’s Rostrum, where highfaluting academics had once preached to their beard-twirling, philosopher fellows.  Cyriana did not care about its revered history, but wagered the podium would fetch a colossal sum if she could somehow drag it away.  Her thoughts frequently drifted to surmising the worth of various objects within reach.  A shame most were too heavy to be viable targets.
 
   Chaereas lifted arms swathed in robes to quiet conversation, waiting until silent gazes regarded only him.  Cyriana heard bells tolling from belfries erected along the harbor, marking one hour since sunset.  On any given night the curfew would commence in another two hours, though all regulations were lifted during the festival.  Apparently some particularly excitable visitors, not wanting to forego a ludicrous abundance of free food and drink, even chose to remain until sunrise.  Dawn officially signaled the festival’s conclusion, yet sensible attendees instead participated in a symbolic ritual at midnight prior to departing for the comforts of home.
 
   Cyriana anticipated her schemes might spoil the aspirations and pleasures of those celebrating this year.  Even though her name would never be mentioned, barring an unmitigated disaster of course, she swelled with pride at the idea her grand caper might forever live on in infamy.  The unknown thief who waltzed into the impenetrable galen academy and stole a priceless artifact amidst a religious festival.  Damn, that had an appealing ring to it.  She only hoped those who whispered about her exploits did not attribute the heist to a man.
 
   Chaereas waited in gentle silence, staring out into the gathered crowd.  “Friends and neighbors, I bid you a warm welcome to Starwatch on this sacred night.  We are honored to once again host the citizens of Arroyo and lands beyond.  We offer our heartfelt prayers to Adonas on the summer solstice, thanking him for granting life to all creation.  While we mourn the sun’s passing each night, we take comfort knowing he will return to us come the dawn.  Though darkness is his eternal enemy, Adonas will never succumb to it.  Neither will we allow ourselves to be engulfed in shadow or sorrow.  Adonas’ timeless confrontation to overcome the gloom threatening to engulf us mirrors our own struggles and difficulties.  And like him we too shall surmount all that assails us, seeking to break our spirit.  That is the vital lesson to be learned from the Eclipsing Radiance Fete.  We cannot be undone by the dark.”
 
   “Golly,” Cyriana muttered.  “He isn’t theatrical at all.”
 
   Baskaran stuck a finger swathed with butter into his mouth.  “I’d wager the poorest folks here take comfort in his words of encouragement.  It reminds them that even the wealthiest citizens have demons to face little different from their own.”
 
   “If only that were true.”
 
   “Enjoy the entertainment we have on display,” Chaereas continued, “and partake in delicacies from nations across the breadth of Encrin.  All is given free of charge and I want to know each attendee received his or her fill.  Do not be shy on this night.  As ever, our order is here to serve you.”  Chaereas opened his mouth in a smile that seemed entirely forced while scattered applause rippled from onlookers.  “We give thanks to Adonas and pray for his continued magnanimity today and forevermore.  Please raise your glasses in supplication.  To the coming of dawn.”
 
   Cyriana hoisted her empty crystal in a lukewarm salute to avoid the suspicion of standing apart from others.  “Pretty speech,” she admitted.  “I wonder if he blathers the same words year after year to all these fawning partygoers.”
 
   “It’d certainly take less effort.”
 
   Settling her glass on a passing tray, she clapped both palms together and faced her companion.  “Time to begin a scuffle.”
 
   Baskaran ran one hand over his shaven jaw and gazed at uncountable faces spread amid Starwatch grounds.  “Do I start poking folks in the ribcage until one confronts me and demands satisfaction?”
 
   “No, our best bet is a noble named Lord Jaxon Torne,” Cyriana explained.  “He’s a local, so his involvement in a duel should attract more notice than a visitor from beyond Arroyo.”
 
   “Excellent.  What do we know about him on a personal level?”
 
   “A proficient duelist in bygone years.  Recent enough that it won’t look like you’re bullying an elderly man long retired from the sport.  He has the talent to prolong your bout, but he’s weak enough not to be a genuine threat against you.  Unless you choose to do something stupid.”
 
   “Why do you even presume I would?  I’m still alive, aren’t I?”
 
   “You’ve seen the folks I associate with.  Warning against idiocy is part of my routine.”
 
   “Sensible given the circumstances, I suppose.”  Baskaran sipped mulled wine from a glass flute with his usual unnerving calm.
 
   “Want to know his lordship’s most appealing feature?  He’s belligerent and easily offended.  Gossipmongers claim he challenged one hapless manservant to a duel for daring to serve him the wrong vintage of wine at dinner.  Jaxon only retracted it after his wife interceded on the frightened boy’s behalf.  By all accounts he was willing to kill the servant in his own dining chamber over an affronted palate.”
 
   “Where might we find Lord Torne this evening?”
 
   “Don’t ask me.  This whole sideshow should’ve been Zalla’s job.  What use do I have for remembering faces?  I’ll need to figure out a clever way to locate him on my own.”
 
   “You are aware how many guests are here tonight, yes?”
 
   Cyriana waved away his misgivings with one hand.  “The man’s a noble.  I’m sure he’ll have a servile entourage in tow.  Should separate him from riffraff like us.  You forget locating wealthy targets is my specialty.”
 
   “By all means, demonstrate your skill.  I’ll observe from a distance.”
 
   “Watch and learn.”  Cyriana noted one man attired in clothing tailored with an eye for excess.  A blue rose served as a boutonniere in one jacket pocket while a matching cravat spilled from his throat.  She sauntered closer and snatched a tart dusted in sugar off one serving tray during her approach.
 
   “Excuse me, kind sir.  Forgive the intrusion, but I have business with Lord Jaxon Torne.  I wondered if perhaps you’re familiar with him and know where I might find his lordship this evening.”
 
   Creases deepened across a forehead that seemed to favor frowning above all other expressions.  One lip tugged upward to reveal gritted teeth beyond.  “Perform your own chores, you low bred wastrel.”
 
   Cyriana squashed her pastry within one clenched fist and glowered at the arsehole’s departing backside.  Baskaran chose that moment to sidle over wearing an infuriating look of serenity.
 
   “Problems?”
 
   “You might say that,” she responded.  “Can you also duel that bastard wearing the maroon frock coat?  It’d only take a moment.”
 
   “If I dueled every person you offended, I’d never earn a respite.”
 
   “Shut up.  I’m frigging charming.  They’re the problem.  Those highborn peacocks with their stupid faces.”
 
   “He would have divulged the information to Zalla.”
 
   Cyriana sighed and ruffled bangs dyed black with the hand not smeared in sugar and jelly.  “I’m going to ignore that quip.  Since you’re just standing there, go fetch me a napkin when you get the chance.  And a replacement pastry.”
 
   “Want me to find Lord Torne while I’m at it?  Might save us some time.”
 
   She glared for a moment before licking crushed dessert from her palm.
 
   *
 
   Maylene halted her modest entourage amid a murky alcove, spying the third floor library entrance.  One guard stood on either side of ornate double doors, their posture rigid and unwavering.  She faced the young captive and lowered her voice to the barest hush.
 
   “I only take lives when I need to,” Maylene warned.  “Don’t give me a reason.”
 
   Aryll offered a timid nod and stayed silent, proving to be a wise girl after all.
 
   “Good.  Because any guard you alert needs to be killed.  You don’t want that on your conscience.”
 
   Thorkell and Zalla each held a lantern shuttered by cloth hoods, no longer imbuing the hallway with light.  Maylene signaled for Thorkell to remain and glided forward in deerskin moccasins.  She hugged one wall decorated with murals indiscernible in the darkened corridor, creeping ever closer to the flanking sentries.  Quilted tabards rested atop studded gambesons and each wore a longsword strapped to the left hip.  Not daunting armor by any stretch, though far better protection than the light clothing she wore.
 
   Maylene withdrew a stunted bamboo blowpipe from the haversack looped around her shoulder.  Shorter than was typically preferred, the customized version sacrificed range for easy concealment.  It meant a need to skulk unusually close, though the requirement never troubled her.  She opened the lid on a river cane woven quiver attached to her belt and withdrew one dart fletched using spear thistle.  Taking care not to touch its tip, Maylene inserted her projectile inside the narrow tube and raised one end to her mouth.
 
   She wrapped moist lips around the blowpipe, aimed along its shaft and exhaled a sharp breath. The needle flew on a straight trajectory and pierced the female’s neck above her stiffened collar.  She slapped one hand against the dart, blinking uncertain eyes while wobbling with all the grace of a drunkard.  A pleasing state Maylene was admittedly acquainted with, though this guard would find the experience less winsome.
 
   Her companion looked on with an expression bordering between confusion and concern.  “What is it?” he questioned.
 
   “I…I feel…”
 
   Her slurring speech quieted and the woman crumpled in a heap, silent except for shallow breaths wheezing from her gaping mouth.  The male guard noticed a dart skitter across the floor and whirled to face Maylene’s shadowy niche as she loosed another projectile.  A padded sleeve whipped higher and shielded his face against the airborne needle.  He crunched a fallen dart beneath one boot and tore his blade free of its scabbard.
 
   “Shit,” Maylene hissed.  She scrambled upright and tugged on a weighted pouch dangling from her belt as the guard launched a furious assault.
 
   Maylene lunged under his scything sword and rolled into a crouch, pivoting to face her advancing foe.  Iron screamed for her skull while she danced aside and loosened leather ties binding the sack.  A pungent aroma wafted from the small opening.
 
   “I’ll fucking kill you!” he roared.
 
   Maylene hammered her foot into the guard’s stomach, pitching him into an unbalanced lurch.  While he struggled to recover she stepped forward and hurtled the pouch full into his face.  Slackened bands opened, unleashing a rust hued cloud that adhered to the man’s skin.  A longsword clattered onto tiles and he clawed feverishly at his flesh, hacking through a swirling haze.  Maylene calmly withdrew, covered her own mouth with a sleeve and watched the man topple backward with a final rasp.
 
   “Not today,” she groaned.  Maylene turned and waved the others forward from their hidden recess.
 
   “Gods,” Thorkell murmured, removing the hood on his lantern.  “What was in the darts?”
 
   “Tetrodotoxin.”
 
   “And perhaps in a language I know?”
 
   “Venom from the liver of a blowfish,” responded Aryll in almost a whisper.  “Or certain newt and octopus species.”
 
   Maylene eyed her with a certain measure of respect.  “Smart girl.  In this case from a white swellfish, a species that lives south of Shodo Hai.”
 
   “I’ve always liked reading about marine creatures.”  Aryll glanced at the immobile woman and narrowed her eyes toward Maylene.  “Tetrodotoxin is lethal in high doses.”
 
   “Which is precisely why I used a low concentration.”
 
   Thorkell eyed pale red powder sparkling on the other unconscious guard’s face.  “Is it safe to go near that dust?  The stuff won’t put me to sleep, will it?”
 
   “Only if it contacts the skin on your face,” Maylene elucidated.  “Extra residue floating in the air won’t harm you.  So I’d advise not rubbing your face against his.  Same goes for you, Blaer.”
 
   Thorkell walked closer and halted with a raised brow.  “Speaking strictly from curiosity, what are these puffy particulates?”
 
   “Dried spores cultivated from the red-tailed mushroom.  The crushed flakes make a charming soporific.”
 
   Zalla stopped near the female guard, squinted inquisitive eyes and bent down.  “Um, this might sound crazy, but she’s looking right at me.”
 
   “Of course she is,” answered Maylene.  “She isn’t unconscious.  The blowfish toxin causes muscle paralysis for several hours.  The other chap is having a peaceful sleep though.”
 
   “She can hear what we’re saying?”
 
   “Every last word.  I bet she’s a fuming fireball on the inside.  Aren’t you, ma’am?”
 
   “Your knowledge of poisons is somewhat alarming,” Thorkell muttered.  “I’m beginning to believe I should be more terrified of you.”
 
   “Best way to pillage a house is to make all its occupants comatose.  You really should have assumed I know my toxins.”
 
   “Thank you for not choosing to poison me in my sleep.”
 
   “I had a pressing urge, but you-know-who wouldn’t allow it.  She’s a spoilsport.  Too bad really, since I had this poultice I’m eager to try.  Makes a person hairless in no time.”
 
   Maylene wandered toward a grand doorway carved from heartwood and varnished to a rich umber hue.  Silver latticework framed the library entry and glowed beneath sallow torchlight.
 
   “I can’t get you in there if that’s what you think,” Aryll declared.
 
   Maylene smiled at the girl and withdrew a pouch from her doublet.  She unfolded chamois leather and lifted one key tucked between a torsion wrench and half-diamond pick.  Inserting it within a brass keyhole, she cranked the implement until iron locks disengaged and then turned a burnished knob with relish.
 
   Aryll’s green eyes stared in disbelief.  “You…you have a key?”
 
   “Endured a whole host of unpleasantness to acquire this beauty,” she replied.  Maylene twirled the key and slipped it within her satchel once more.
 
   Thorkell hitched his belt and placed hands on reliefs decorating the door.  “I think we’ve all waited long enough to see what’s yonder.”
 
   Groans reverberated deep within Maylene’s sternum as the entry swung ajar to reveal almost utter blackness beyond a ring cast by their lanterns.  Moonlight squeaked through narrow windows, offering little more than vague definition to shelves and stairs.
 
   “Ah, a beautiful sight,” Thorkell said in a sardonic tone.
 
   “No untended fires inside, remember?”  As he strolled forward Maylene lifted a hand and placed it on his chest.  “Where do you think you’re going, bud?”
 
   “Nowhere.  I only wanted a peek inside.”
 
   “Consider the wish fulfilled.  It’s dark in there.  No more dawdling against what comes next.  We’re on a deadline.”
 
   “Fine.”  Setting a lantern on the floor, Thorkell clenched bare hands, closed his eyes and stood still.  “Remember, you need to draw blood.”
 
   “This will be no great burden for me,” she affirmed.  Maylene walloped one fist against his face and followed through with another, whacking Thorkell back a stride.  He righted himself and grunted from her successive clouts until one hand bashed into his stomach.
 
   “Damn it,” Thorkell groaned, sagging forward and panting.  “Only the face where it’ll be visible.”
 
   “Oh, right.  I forgot.”
 
   Crimson dribbled between his teeth.  “You’re enjoying this.”
 
   “Am not.  This is no different from a business transaction.”  Maylene grinned and cuffed her fist across a bruised cheek, feeling lacerations ripping into her own skin.
 
   “Okay, I think that should suffice—”
 
   Maylene smashed knuckles into his gut once again, knocking Thorkell into a stumble.  He keeled over and glared with venomous eyes chilly as ice.
 
   “Satisfied a long held craving.  I should be good now.”
 
   “Happy…to oblige,” he croaked through a split lip.  “Hope your knuckles hurt like a bitch.”
 
   “They do.”  She directed a finger speckled in blood at his chest.  “Spit on your shirt.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Look down and spatter some saliva, chump.”
 
   Though hesitant and confused, Thorkell snorted and released a ball laced with blood downward.  Scarlet splashed his chest in a messy pattern.  The pummeled false-facer mumbled in understanding.
 
   “Now you look pathetic,” Maylene asserted.  “Time to go find your eager apprentices.”
 
   “If I can make it down the frigging stairs.”
 
   She eyed the heightened soles on his shoes, hopefully housing undamaged cosmetics.  “Still have your supplies?”
 
   “Naturally.”
 
   “See you on the ground then.”
 
   While Thorkell limped toward a stairwell, Maylene retrieved his lantern and forced Aryll within the library.  Zalla settled her light on a table and together they pushed the dense door closed.  Maylene withdrew her copper replica key and wedged it into the lock.  Fabricated by that irritating locksmith with intentionally shoddy craftsmanship, she hoped the ploy might work.
 
   “Bust,” Maylene uttered, holding out one hand.
 
   Zalla collected a marble head from the nearest table and placed it in her palm.  “Marcellus.  I’m surprised Starwatch even wanted to collect that despot’s head.  Here’s hoping his statuary is thick-headed to the same degree he was.”
 
   Grasping the bust in clenched fingers, Maylene pounded the long dead emperor’s forehead into the key until copper bent.  She raised statuary above her head and crunched marble against warped metal, snapping it apart.  “And that’s a blocked keyhole,” she murmured, throwing Marcellus to smack face first on the floor.
 
   Hurried footfalls echoed amid the stacks and a robed galen scampered into view.  An oil lamp was held in one frail hand, uncombed gray tufts lifting askew atop his wrinkled scalp.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.
 
   “Just the man I expected to find here.”  Maylene offered a charming smile and stepped closer to the befuddled man, hammering one fist across his jaw.  She winced and felt blood weeping from cracked knuckles.  With any luck this would be the final person she struck tonight.  The galen collapsed in a shaking fit and Maylene crouched astride him, one moccasin kicking a smothered lamp away.
 
   “Stop it!” shrieked Aryll.  “Don’t hurt him!”
 
   Maylene flicked a knife from one sleeve into an awaiting hand and grasped the galen by his collar, thrusting her blade against a bare throat.  “Hello, Vanrir.  A little birdie told me you refuse to attend the Fete year after year and choose to nest up here instead.  You’ve become predictable in your old age.”
 
   “Who…who are you?  W-w-what do you…?”
 
   “We’ve come to collect an ancient relic.  The Bharali who authored the scroll had no name for it that we know, but My’shi scholars conjured the term Codex Sceleratis Caedes.”
 
   “You can’t…”
 
   Maylene clamped one palm over a mouth encrusted with spittle.  “No more words from you.  Say goodbye to every last trace of authority you once had.  I’m in command now.  And in my omnipotence, I decree that you’ll take me straight to the scroll without tarrying.”
 
   Resolve returned to defiant eyes as the shock faded and his trembling subsided.  “You cannot expect to intimidate me into compliance.  I would not betray my order even under duress.”
 
   She released Vanrir and stared down at his wretched figure.  “Fine.  Be difficult if you insist.  It’ll barely slow me down.”  Maylene seized Aryll’s forearm and wrested her closer, lifting the girl’s jaw with one hand.  A knife tip touched quivering flesh and released a single red trickle.  “Do you recognize this sweet young thing?  She’s a learner in your academy.  Maybe you’ve even taught one of her classes.  I understand Chaereas has considerable respect for her.  Do you want to be the one who tells him she died from your defiance?”
 
   “You would threaten her life without remorse?”
 
   “The thing you have to ask yourself, old man, is whether I think her life is a fair price to pay for a couple hundred gold suns.  Believe me, it is.  So don’t test my patience.”
 
   “P-professor…?” Aryll stammered.
 
   Vanrir upraised a placating hand.  “There’s no need to harm her.”
 
   “No more delaying,” Maylene barked.  “Spout another platitude and I swear I’ll slit her throat to see what fun stuff tumbles out.”  Aryll uttered a soft mewl and squirmed until Maylene wrenched her back into place.  “Her death will be on your head, book man.  All to safeguard a roll of paper.  Is parchment worth more to you than a human life?”
 
   Vanrir sagged where he lay, his brown eyes downcast and defeated.  “No.  I’ll give you what you want.  Please, don’t hurt her.”
 
   “Excellent.  I knew we could reach a consensus.”  Maylene withdrew her dagger and stabbed iron into its sheath.  “Fair warning, we’ll know if you’re lying.  Retrieve the wrong artifact, jerk us around in any manner, and she dies a gruesome death.  Then I’ll begin crippling you in minor ways until I have what we came for.  And you might think yourself able to resist, but I wouldn’t harbor that belief.  Everyone caves in the end.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana leaned close to Baskaran, her eyes staring toward nobles gathered in a cluster.  “Remember, you only need to wound him.  I won’t have us snuffing out nobles willy-nilly to achieve our goals.”
 
   “Concerned for your conscience?”
 
   “Not particularly.  Unnecessary killing is sloppy.  Amateurs take lives and think it part of the game.  We’re better than that.”
 
   “This will sound demeaning, but are you certain Lord Torne is there?”
 
   Cyriana cast a displeased glance at the duelist.  “Yes, I’m certain.  I schmoozed with three different blokes.  Jaxon’s the one in the gaudy green brocade and striped pantaloons.  Gods only know how he can be respected with that criminal fashion sense.”  She offered a friendly whack to Baskaran’s backside.  “Go be an arsehole.”
 
   “On my way.”
 
   She gave Baskaran a head start lasting several heartbeats before sidling in his wake, hoping to hear the exchange.  Baskaran halted three strides from the other man and cleared his throat.
 
   “Lord Jaxon Torne?”
 
   The quarrelsome noble cast a sneering expression over one shoulder.  “I haven’t the appetite for business arrangements or grievances.  Address me tomorrow when I’m willing to see visitors.”
 
   “My complaint cannot wait for daybreak, but instead demands satisfaction on this night.”
 
   “What are you babbling about?”
 
   “Injustice done to me, my family and perhaps many others owing to your shameful business tactics.  I invested nearly all I owned in your company.  I’d been advised it was a wise decision worth the risks.”
 
   “If you have a quibble regarding finances, then I suggest you broach the matter with bookkeeping.”
 
   “I was ruined,” Baskaran claimed, “and my investments forgotten.  Your employees told me no evidence existed to prove my claims that I invested.  Despite repeated inquiries, nothing was ever done.  I was brushed aside and mistreated.  Your company refused to help in my time of need, presuming the mistake was mine.  Is that how you do business?  By absconding with money belonging to others?”
 
   “I haven’t the remotest idea where you acquired these notions of fantasy.  If my employees told you no such transaction occurred, then that is what happened.”
 
   “Do you deny my accusation before witnesses?”
 
   “I must, for it doesn’t bear truth,” responded Jaxon.  “I’ll permit no slander to be spoken against my company.”
 
   “And I refuse to relent in seeking compensation for my losses at your hand.  If you won’t admit to your disgraces, then I’m left with no alternatives but to challenge you to a duel.”
 
   “Your claims are so unfounded as to not even warrant my attention, much less a contest.”
 
   “Consent to a duel or I call you coward.  Decline and all those present tonight will know you did so from fear of revealing the truth.”
 
   “How unsurprising you are a Eurote,” Jaxon sneered.  “For centuries your home was an oft maligned backwater of no redeeming qualities.  My ancestors spun silk and composed poetry while yours ate insects and wallowed in mudbrick houses.”
 
   “And where are they today?  Watching inept descendants squander their country away.  Were your forebears alive, they would be disgusted that foreigners rule lands entrusted to you.  That their grandchildren sip chilled wine in an occupied nation as though nothing has changed.  Unlike my countrymen, I can see you’ve forgotten what it means to live as a free citizen in your own home.”
 
   Murderous grumbles echoed from the crowd and Cyriana feared Baskaran would need to fend off challenges from others before the night finished.  Having occurred within living memory, annexation into the swelling Draugan Empire was a sensitive topic in Asdor.  Cyriana admired Baskaran’s willingness to touch a nerve and incite the entire festival’s populace against him.  Her companion’s objective was to antagonize and be hated enough that all revelers would wish to see him defeated.  It would hardly be a distraction if folks were indifferent to his fate.
 
   Rage crept over Jaxon’s face until redness veiled his expression.  “You’ll have your duel.”  Jaxon unclenched gloved fists and turned to a fellow dandy.  “Lord Tarlowe, will you serve as herald for this contest?”
 
   “I’d be honored.”  Snapping fingers prompted a servant to scurry closer and bow.  “Fetch two rapiers and be swift about it.”
 
   Melodies drifting from harps squealed to a halt as conversation elsewhere likewise subsided.  Evidently someone encouraged the musicians to take the opportunity for an interlude.
 
   “Name your champion, you insufferable cur,” Jaxon said.
 
   Baskaran’s dark features twisted in disdain.  “I thought you once dueled at a time before cowards sullied the practice.  Before nobles delegated champions to avoid resolving their own disputes.  Unlike your countrymen, I don’t permit another person to fight my battles for me.”
 
   Gasps accompanied a collective intake of breath and Cyriana wanted to smile.  Such a blatant and abusive challenge could not go unanswered without Lord Torne risking social disgrace.  He could either refuse and suffer humiliation among his peers, or accept and be one of the few patricians to duel without a champion.  Whatever his choice, this was certain to be the diversion Cyriana needed it to be.
 
   Lord Tarlowe wended closer to Baskaran, his face displaying unmasked disapproval.  “Are you certain you don’t wish to withdraw your unnecessary taunt?  There is no shame in allowing a champion to fight in your name.  The thought of you insinuating Lord Torne’s cowardice because he adheres to Asdori tradition is a shameful tactic.”
 
   Jaxon placed a palm on his shoulder and gently directed Tarlowe backward.  “I accept this lowbred foreigner’s challenge.  I will duel him personally and put an end to his continual affronts.”
 
   “So be it,” Tarlowe uttered.  “Challenger, what is your name?”
 
   “Engard Sirava of Barrow Hall,” answered Baskaran.
 
   The herald nodded and swept his arms to encompass the crowd.  “Friends and countrymen.  I am pleased to announce an impending duel on this most hallowed night.  They have chosen to trust in the gods’ unerring judgment to settle their dispute.  On his holiest day, we beseech Adonas, god of the sun and giver of life, to champion the man whose cause is just.”
 
   A servant reappeared with matching rapiers cradled in his arms.  Lord Tarlowe remained silent while a blade was passed to each combatant and inspected.  Once sufficient time had passed, he raised one hand and continued.
 
   “Engard Sirava of Barrow Hall has challenged Lord Jaxon Torne to a personal duel without the use of authorized champions.”
 
   The crowd swelled with exhilaration at witnessing a personal duel.  While strategizing their portion of the scheme, Baskaran swore to Cyriana this was almost unheard of in the previous decade.  He and Jaxon held the spectators’ absolute attention.  For a distraction, this was without parallels.
 
   “It is alleged Engard Sirava suffered financial ruin at the hands of Lord Torne, who steadfastly repudiates those claims.  No one here among us can disprove such assertions, and thus the dissenting parties have turned to the gods for a resolution.  Gentlemen, are your weapons deemed sufficient and without flaws?”
 
   “Mine is tolerable,” declared Jaxon.
 
   Baskaran lowered his rapier to rest alongside one leg.  “As is mine.”
 
   “Standing before witnesses, you each agree to forfeit all additional weapons and declare no others hidden on your person.”
 
   “Damn it,” snarled Jaxon.  “You know we don’t bloody well have other blades.  How the hell could we with Graycloak’s lapdogs searching us as we entered?  Hurry through your rites and get on with it.”
 
   Lord Tarlowe glanced sideward.  “It is customary for the one who initiates the duel to choose its outcome.  First blood, or to the death?”
 
   “First blood shall suffice for my purposes,” Baskaran answered, eyeing Jaxon with contempt.  “I’d rather leave you broken and humiliated in the eyes of our peers than stand over your lifeless form.”
 
   “They are not your peers, child,” he retorted.  “Aspire to number among them one day if you must, though it is naught but a sorry dream.”
 
   “So be it,” Tarlowe uttered.  “This duel is to be fought only until one participant draws blood against the other.  No other rules beyond those stated are to be considered.  In the sight of gods and mortals you agree to these terms.”
 
   “I do so swear,” responded each combatant.
 
   “Would the challenger or your lordship care to speak final words prior to this contest?”
 
   Jaxon snapped his sword upward to point at Baskaran’s chest.  “I played no role in causing your misfortune.  Yet after your insults I’ll take great pleasure in shaming you.”
 
   “My triumph will expose your lies to all those here.”
 
   “Let no further words delay our progress,” Tarlowe bellowed.  “Gentlemen, take your ready positions and wait for my signal.”  He accepted a small handkerchief from an onlooker and raised it within one hand.  A chill wind howled through the gardens as he released the cloth.  “Commence!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   If you choose to trust in people’s intelligence, prepare to be disappointed.
 
   Themikles of Thasos, Musings Without Care
 
   302 Black Ruin, Year of the Unbowed Monarch
 
    
 
   Almar Graycloak stood alone beneath a portico, vambraced arms crossed over his chest.  He watched revelers interact with appetizers and wine in hand, hating the necessity of all this.  Starwatch was an institution for higher learning, for unlocking secrets buried beyond the human mind.  Catering a shindig and giving both the well-bred and lowborn an excuse for drunken debauchery seemed a foolhardy distraction.
 
   The Governing Circle in its infinite wisdom deemed the festival a means for maintaining cordial relations with Arroyo’s citizenry.  Almar acquiesced to the mind-numbing chore of policing the Fete for that sole reason.  Though brilliant, most galens were otherwise incapable of interacting with the general populace in a constructive manner.  Lavishing free food upon them often seemed the only effective way to earn appreciation.  Delivering medicine and mending wounds were evidently easy elements to forget when compared to a full stomach.
 
   He straightened and unfolded his arms when one veteran guard approached.  “A fine evening, Elvia.”
 
   “It is, sir,” she remarked.  “I’m glad we didn’t have a repeat of 326 BR.”
 
   “I enjoyed myself soundly that year, watching the city’s elite cowering from a gentle rainfall.  It’s the unexpected entertainment that makes this festival worth attending.”
 
   “You’ve a cruel streak in you, Captain.”
 
   “A minor flaw.”  Almar rubbed his nape, foregoing jovial banter for the sake of duty.  “What reports have you brought for me?”
 
   “No troubling incidents yet.  A few minor arguments needing intervention and a higher rate of pickpockets than we anticipated.  They seem to be popping up all over the damn place.  Running down the little shits as they try fleeing is spreading us somewhat thin.  We’re holding each one until Ironcleft will take them.”
 
   “More cutpurses than normal isn’t truly discouraging.  If this is the worst we see, I’d call that a good evening.  Anything else worth mentioning?”
 
   “Seems to be a legitimate duel starting over a broken business arrangement.”
 
   “I’d wondered why the music stopped.”
 
   “Guards are keeping their distance and leaving responsibility to the nobles.”
 
   Almar groaned, using one hand to stifle an itch migrating across his forehead.  “Damned Asdori and their idiotic duels.”
 
   “I’m Asdori, sir.”
 
   “I stand by my comment.  Wish I could outlaw duels on Starwatch grounds and put an end to this fool tradition.”
 
   “Don’t bother trying.  It’s engrained in our culture, sir.  You’d have more success striving to punch through a stone wall.”
 
   “Walls can always be breached, Elvia.  Ask any soldier.”
 
   “I’ll leave the attempt up to you.”  She started to withdraw before halting and hoisting a finger.  “Oh, one other thing.  A new hire didn’t show earlier today.”
 
   Almar arched a brow.  “I thought all arrived as ordered.”
 
   “That was a mistake.  Rensan accidentally counted the same woman twice.  And we’re managing fine with one less guard, which is why I’m only bringing it to your attention now.  Seemed trivial next to all the other things we need to be thinking about.”
 
   “Which one failed to report for duty?”
 
   “Kalyna, I believe.”
 
   “An Asdori,” he whispered.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Never mind.  When was she last seen?”
 
   “Five days ago during her final training regimen.  She wasn’t asked to return until now.”
 
   “Have you received any correspondence from her?  Word of an illness or other notice?”
 
   “No, sir.  We expected her to arrive this afternoon for outfitting.  She didn’t show.”
 
   “And there are no hints of excusable reasons?  Nothing to explain her absence?”
 
   “Not that I’ve found.  We have no idea where she is.”  Elvia furrowed her brow and stepped closer.  “As I said, we aren’t stretched beyond our limits.  One absent guard is nothing to fret over.  This isn’t like you, Captain.  Is everything okay?”
 
   “No, everything is not okay.  In fact, something might be terribly wrong.”
 
   “I’ve seen nothing, sir.”
 
   “Kalyna may be here, on the grounds.”
 
   “I’d find that unlikely.  She couldn’t have passed through the gate without being noticed.”
 
   “Gather however many guards can be pulled away from duties and meet me in the Tower Galleries,” Almar commanded, ignoring her utterance.  “Try to do it quietly without inciting overmuch panic.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  What’s happening?”
 
   “Someone is stealing from Starwatch.  Right now.”
 
   Almar brushed past a confused Elvia and threaded between partygoers.  An errant shoulder or elbow jostled some who stumbled and voiced protests, though Almar did not bother to slow.  Their angry words were lost before entering his ears.
 
   Kalyna was among the most promising candidates, a woman he even hoped to hire permanently following the festival.  An inexplicable absence made little sense from one with commendations and professionalism in spades, unless her true talents related to guile and deception.
 
   His hurried route passed through small gatherings of hushed conversations a short distance from one massing crowd.  Likely that idiotic duel fought at the behest of aristocrats too dimwitted to glimpse another means for conflict resolution.  They probably disagreed over matching a delicacy with the proper wine.
 
   Almar reached Starwatch Tower and navigated across unnecessary ponds, stopping at the main staircase before Shinzio and Bydal.  Each sentry stood without fatigue and gave a salute at his presence.
 
   “Captain Graycloak,” Shinzio said.
 
   “Has anyone passed through here this evening?”
 
   “No, sir.  Though one student and her guests entered the lift.”
 
   Almar glanced over his shoulder to the lift doors, likewise watched closely by armed sentinels.  “What guests?”
 
   “A man and a woman,” responded Bydal.  “Both northern by the look of them.  Never heard their names, but the gentleman showed parchment to Dyrholm.  Everything seemed in order, sir.”
 
   Dyrholm was a loyal veteran, one Almar had known for almost ten years.  If he authorized visitors accompanying a student, then the reason must have been irrefutable.  Almar pivoted to calm mounting anxiety, only feeling a measure of reprieve when Elvia finally jogged closer with six guards in tow.  Four were stalwart men and women, the other two temporary hires who looked out of their depth though trying to project a resolute mien.
 
   “Up the passage double time,” Almar directed.
 
   A rhythmic staccato of boots slapping stone resounded in the narrow confines of spiraling stairs.  Almar steadied the wooden scabbard whacking into one thigh, increasing his pace against the wishes of straining muscles.  A lone man descending the stairs with a limping gait cried out in distress and cowered as Almar whacked into him.  Blood crusted the stranger’s trembling nostrils and lips, seeped from a split cheek and stained his jacket.  He reached upward and brushed moist, disheveled hair from his eyes.
 
   Unsheathing a sword in one hand, Falkirk clapped him on the shoulder and hauled the man upright.  “Fellow looks halfway to death.”
 
   “Man’s in rough shape, aye,” voiced Aervin.
 
   “Please don’t hurt me,” he beseeched, eyeing the drawn blade.
 
   Almar edged closer, one hand clutching his own leather grip.  “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Fendrel Ornaen.”
 
   “Search him,” Almar commanded.
 
   Two sentries thrust him against a wall and combed over Fendrel’s body, scouring pockets, creases and sleeves.  Elvia returned holding scrunched parchment in one hand.
 
   “Found only this, sir,” she said.  “No weapons or tools.”
 
   Almar unfolded the envelope, dismayed to glimpse Chaereas’ fine penmanship.  “You’re the man who represents that wealthy patron.  The one bequeathing his fortune to Starwatch.”
 
   “I am,” Fendrel confirmed.  “The Headmaster invited me to return.”
 
   “What happened?  You had an assistant with you.  A woman.”
 
   “My associate…I did not suspect.”
 
   “What?” demanded Almar.  He threw the crinkled parchment onto stairs and stepped closer.  “What did she do?”
 
   “She assailed me without warning and left me behind.  I know not what she hopes to accomplish or why she even did such a thing.”
 
   “There was a student with you as well.  What became of her?”
 
   Fendrel licked blood from his lips and swallowed.  “Taken forcibly by my associate.  She was unharmed when last I saw her.”
 
   “Where were they heading?”
 
   He touched his forehead with one shaky hand.  “I’m having trouble…”
 
   “Where?” Almar roared.
 
   “Higher in the tower, I think.  Please, I don’t know more than that.”
 
   “Damn it.  She’s one of them.  Elvia, take Falkirk and Aervin to the second floor library and search every alcove for trespassers with weapons drawn.  If you uncover nothing, proceed to the third story.  The rest of you follow me.”
 
   “What about him?” she inquired.
 
   “He has nothing.  Fendrel isn’t who we’re seeking.”
 
   “All I want is to leave this place,” he stuttered.
 
   “Get out of my sight,” barked Almar, turning to continue his ascent.
 
   Fendrel shoved himself against stone bricks as guards trampled past behind Almar.  Elvia disappeared through an archway while he sprinted higher to a level few were ever allowed to tread, where fortunes untold awaited a suicidal thief.
 
   He emerged from the staircase and felt his heart sink.  Correa and Hardin were collapsed outside sealed doors, their chests and limbs unmoving.  Partially obscured in shadow beneath fluttering torchlight, Almar could not discern whether wounds adorned their figures.
 
   “Check them,” he ordered.
 
   Shriya skidded on her knees, yanking off a glove to feel for signs of life.  “Hardin’s breathing,” she announced.  “Looks to only be sedated.  Some kind of powder on his face.”
 
   Almar closed heavy eyelids as relief washed over him.  “And what of Correa?”
 
   “Alive, but barely,” replied Dalon.  “Her breathing is weak.”
 
   Almar crouched beside her, dismayed to glimpse brown pupils lock onto his with purpose.  “She’s awake.”
 
   “Don’t look like it.”
 
   He gently cradled Correa’s head with both hands, surveying her neck and face until he discovered a red welt beneath one ear.  “This mark here.  Someone injected her with a toxin, though I don’t know which.  It’s left her paralyzed.  She’ll make a full recovery given time.”
 
   Almar withdrew and kept his face within sight of her roving eyes.  “In the meantime, she can hear us.  Correa, we’re going to get the bastards who did this.  And we’ll wait for you to recover so you can join in on delivering a special punishment.”
 
   Though he could not be certain, he liked to believe a sparkle of exuberance touched her pupils.  Turning away, he strode to the closed entry and attempted to rotate one handle.  He found it unsurprising the door refused to budge.  Almar wrenched a key off his neck and rammed it into the lock, feeling it clank to a halt partway through.  He tried forcing iron deeper, discovering the effort to be a futile one.  His fingers strained to a bone-white hue as he sought to twist the key.
 
   “Gods be damned,” Almar uttered.  “It’s obstructed.”
 
   Shriya came alongside, her scowling features suggesting she wanted to attempt smashing through with bare hands and feet.  “What next, sir?”
 
   “Fetch me axes, pikes, whatever you can find so long as it’s sharp and forged from metal.  We’ll hack this door apart if we have to.”
 
   *
 
   Maylene hopped off the chair clutching a broad paintbrush in one hand and a clay bowl in the other.  Horsehair bristles were saturated with volatile gray paste and susceptible to ignition, so she removed a vial from her pack and doused it in water.  She likewise splashed liquid in the gooey dish until droplets spattered over one side.  Throwing brush and bowl inside the haversack, she glanced upward to admire her handiwork.  The nameless, horrifying medley coated a stretch of ceiling beneath private galen studies above, primed to create an alternate exit from the highest library.  Suffice it to say, one the ancient architects had never envisioned.
 
   Earlier this afternoon she mixed all but one ingredient together in advance, though refused to carry around the completed concoction.  Imagine the stupidity in hitching a substance capable of melting through stone to her person.  For prudence’s sake, Maylene decided she could afford to dawdle long enough to add one final component while amid the library.
 
   She tugged a torch wrapped in resin-soaked hemp from her haversack, far and away the most cumbersome item she hauled through the sewers.  Too large to smuggle in books or busts, and risky to rely on finding one close at hand in the tower.  Maylene withdrew a beeswax candle from her lantern and kindled the torch, climbing atop a chair once again.  Flames danced from her outstretched arm and licked the concoction, shifting its color from pallid gray to glowing white.  Piercing sizzles erupted and sparks burst outward in a glaring shower.  One landed atop her hand, biting into skin as though an implacable hornet.
 
   Maylene scrambled onto flooring and kicked the furniture down a staircase, poised to let the cleansing fire work its magic.  White-hot droplets plunged from the ceiling and splattered onto marble tiles, hissing upon contact.  The substance clung with admired tenacity, though small spillage was anticipated.  Which was why she made certain to seize her belongings and get the hell away.  A glance at her hand revealed a crimson welt sinking into scorched flesh.  Maylene crammed the torch through a vacant sconce bracketed to one wall and flung a shrouding hood over her lantern.  She gritted teeth and shook her singed hand, appreciating once more the folly inherent in this scheme.  Never again would she brew the infernal mixture, or countenance others to do so.  The secrets would follow Maylene to her grave.
 
   Setting the blackened lantern on smooth tiles, she returned to where her unsupervised hostage awaited, fastened to a copper railing.  “How are we feeling?”
 
   Aryll glanced upward with ire visible even in dim light.  “You won’t escape our tower.”
 
   “You’re becoming cheekier, I see.  Only a matter of time for the fear to fade.  I wouldn’t recommend forcing me to reawaken it.”
 
   “This whole thing is pointless.”
 
   “I’ve heard that sentiment from too many naysayers.  I’m sick of this endless doubt.  It’s become a matter of personal pride to prove you all wrong.”
 
   Aryll cocked her head to one side, her sweaty brow furrowed in thought.  “What was that noise?  Sounded like a swarm of flies or locusts.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”  Maylene rested her hands on the rail and faced an approaching orange glow.  “Ah, our compliant academic returns.”
 
   Vanrir hobbled from beyond narrow shelves clutching rolled parchment in his fingers.  Zalla remained close with one hand holding a lantern and the other grasping his upper arm, though whether for support or coercion Maylene did not know.  Not that it mattered, since Vanrir was incapable of outrunning either woman.  Or even a determined toddler.  He lumbered up several steps, glowering at Maylene all the while, and placed his cargo in her awaiting hand.
 
   “Here is what you demanded, fiend.”
 
   “Name calling.  How cultured and mature.”  She waggled the scroll in Zalla’s direction.  “Blaer?”
 
   “I haven’t lied to you,” retorted Vanrir.
 
   “I’d rather have my own specialist verify the artifact if you don’t mind.”
 
   “It’s legitimate,” Zalla affirmed.  “This is the Codex Sceleratis Caedes.”
 
   Maylene stuffed the ancient relic within one narrow oilcloth satchel, spreading her lips to form a mischievous smile.  “I’m pleased you’re willing to take my threats seriously, Professor.  You’ve avoided all manner of spiteful responses from me as a reward.  Though I’d wager your fertile imagination already knows that.”
 
   “You have what you desired,” snapped Vanrir.  “Now leave Learner Aryll and myself alone.”
 
   “I think not.  I might still need a frightened hostage, since I’m betting your zealous guards will try something stupid.”
 
   “Then let her depart unmolested and take me with you instead.  I can serve as your captive.”
 
   “Tempting, but no.  I believe you’ve seen too many years.  A strenuous bout of exercise awaits on the horizon and we have need for young blood.  Can’t have you huffing and puffing during our escape.  But don’t think I’m not touched at your selfless offer.  Even though I’m rejecting it without a second thought.”
 
   Maylene grasped the galen by his sagging hood and dragged him between shelves to an alcove beneath one stone arch, listening to Aryll’s quieting pleas as she walked.  A shove dropped the man onto bony knees.  “Here looks to be a lovely place.  I don’t want you spoiling our fun.”
 
   “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “Damn it all, why does everyone assume I’m giddy killing folks who stand against me?  I’ll have you know that I’ve gone out of my way to keep intrusive adversaries alive tonight.  Even though it must be said I didn’t have to.  You think measuring the precise amount of toxin and injecting it into a guard’s skin is easier than just shoving a knife through the spine?”
 
   Confusion colored Vanrir’s face, etching additional wrinkles into his forehead above drooping brows.  “But you threatened my life.  And that of Aryll, too.”
 
   “Nothing more than a ruse to earn your cooperation.  The key element is my ability to sell the lie.  I missed my true calling as a mummer.  Of course this career pays far better, so no regrets at my life choices.  From the moment I set foot in your tower I had no intention of ending lives, especially an innocent teenage girl.  That’d be a little harsh, don’t you think?”
 
   “Then what…?”
 
   She held a looped cord in one hand and crouched alongside the galen.  “I only plan to shackle you here.  Can’t have you running about, mucking up my schemes.  A guard or fellow literati will stumble on you eventually, I’d imagine.”
 
   “And will you do the same to Aryll when your use for her has concluded?”
 
   “I want you to know that I’m not a murderer.”  She wrapped fabric around Vanrir’s hairless skull, cramming the cloth into his mouth.  “No, that’s not true.  Truth be told I am a murderer.  Many times over in fact.  Though never while burgling.  I intend to continue threatening Aryll’s life in exchange for her compliance, but I promise no lasting harm will come to her.”  Maylene stood and glanced down at his fettered figure.  “Enjoy your forced sabbatical, Professor.”
 
   She pivoted and strolled away, pausing alongside one shelf.  Eyeing the scrolls and tomes with some desire, Maylene indiscriminately snatched several and crammed them into her haversack.  Why pay a visit to Starwatch’s famed House of Wisdom and only claim one artifact when a hundred thousand others were there for the taking?  Being unflinchingly circumspect in this instance made little sense to someone possessing a covetous mindset.
 
   Pleased with her haul, she hurried back to the others and skidded on polished marble when a piercing crash echoed from beyond the entry.  Maylene cast an eye over one shoulder and glimpsed wood rattling against its frame, spewing minute splinters amid the reverberating din.  The Starwatch Guard had finally arrived, and Maylene wagered Almar Graycloak was among their number.  An unhappy reunion with her one-time employer seemed imminent.
 
   “Oops,” she uttered.  “Time to quit this place.”
 
   Smug satisfaction seeped onto Aryll’s face.  “They’re coming to get you.”
 
   Maylene found herself oddly impressed by the girl’s strengthened resolve, and did not feel the comment warranted a harsh rebuke.  “Wishing doesn’t make the sentiment true.  Though you can cheer for my demise if it makes you feel better.  You wouldn’t be the first.”
 
   She crouched and loosened rope binding Aryll to the rail.  An ungentle heave brought the girl onto shaky feet and sent her stumbling up stairs.  Pitted grooves in the floor indicated where the burning substance had fallen, though Aryll’s eyes could not be torn away from a jagged hole seared through the stone ceiling.  Walls and wooden furnishings were barely visible in the gloom above, with one chair leg perched precariously over the edge.
 
   “By the gods,” Aryll uttered.  “What…what did this?”
 
   “A nice surprise for your compatriots’ arrogant minds,” Maylene answered, allowing warranted arrogance to creep into her voice.  “Let them struggle to comprehend how boorish thieves achieved the impossible.”
 
   Maylene cupped both hands atop a thigh and braced herself against one wall while Zalla hitched the lantern to her belt.  Tightening ropes slung over one shoulder, Zalla lifted a boot and Maylene shoved her toward the ceiling.  Zalla clutched at rough stonework, heaving her forearms and chest into the chamber above.  Slender legs dangled until she managed to swing one over and climb beyond sight.  She scrambled around and lowered an arm through the gaping hole.
 
   “You next,” Maylene declared.
 
   Aryll stared with unhidden loathing.  “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Climb up or I’ll drag you backward by the ankles.  It’ll be a much less pleasant experience.”
 
   “You don’t have the time for that.”
 
   “I’ll make time.”  Maylene grasped her collar and tugged the pint-sized galen closer.  “Don’t test me, girl.”
 
   Aryll countered with a scowl but obediently stepped into Maylene’s awaiting palms, raising hands bound at the wrist for Zalla.  The young student scrabbled against a stone wall until Zalla succeeded in hauling her over the melted ledge.
 
   Maylene stepped back and lifted her gaze to where Zalla perched.  Shrugging the haversack off a shoulder, Maylene threw it into her accomplice’s arms.  “Tie the slipped constrictor hitch like I showed you, drop it through the hole and then get our gear in place.”
 
   Panic flitted across her anxious features.  “You aren’t coming?”
 
   “Not yet,” Maylene answered.  “I need to buy us some time first.  Almar and his goons showed faster than I’d hoped.  Thankfully we anticipated there might be a need for delaying tactics.  I’ll be right behind you though.  Remember, don’t cinch the knot too tightly or I won’t be able to release it.”
 
   “Be careful,” Zalla said.  “Don’t leave me waiting for long.”
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   Maylene jogged down steps scarcely illumined by a solitary torch and positioned herself facing the entry.  Hands clenched at her sides, she planted both moccasins and prepared to pose as a daunting figure.  Until seconds turned to minutes and the door refused to budge.
 
   Hacking through dense wood by hand was evidently a tedious chore, and Maylene considered finding a place to sit while it crawled to fruition.  Instead she cracked knuckles caked in dry blood and stretched cramping muscles in her legs.  A respite was always appreciated.
 
   Splinters ejected as iron chewed through, revealing axe heads burrowed within carvings.  Light peeked beyond serrated hollows when curved weapons were dislodged to unleash further strikes.  Maylene lifted a hand, picking beneath one fingernail crusted in grime.  Finally the locking mechanism buckled against an unrelenting onslaught and crumpled into warped metal.  She straightened her shoulders and assumed a stoic visage as doors crashed inward, revealing hunched guards lathered in sweat and gulping deep breaths.
 
   Faces stared in mingled confusion and fury when they sighted her standing alone with empty hands.  One sentry strode through and tossed his axe aside, unsheathing a longsword instead.  Others followed suit and Maylene found herself staring at a cordon of surly, aggravated brutes wielding blades.
 
   The Captain of the Starwatch Guard crunched one boot down amid wooden shards, his trembling hands balled into fists.  “You.”
 
   Maylene lifted a palm and waved.  “Hello Almar.  Nice to see you again.”
 
   “I suspected you might be complicit in this scheme when you failed to arrive earlier.”
 
   “Don’t take it personally.  I had more pressing matters to pursue.”
 
   “Where are the others?”
 
   “What others?”
 
   Frustration slipped through Almar’s otherwise composed features.  “You don’t actually believe this is a viable plan, do you?”
 
   “Why not?  It’s all gone well for me thus far.”
 
   “Even surrounded by a host of guards in the heart of Starwatch, with nary an exit in sight?”
 
   “I contemplated the possibility and decided it wasn’t liable to vex me.”
 
   One female guard snickered, though Maylene could not tell if she found the response witty or merely thought this burglar was insane and worth derision.  To an outsider unfamiliar with her record, there was every reason to assume the latter.  Maylene might even have joined in, if she stood on the opposite side.
 
   “I’m troubled,” Almar conceded.
 
   “Sorry to hear that.  About what?”
 
   “Whether to pity your stupidity or bravery more.”
 
   “That continues to presume the traits should garner ridicule,” noted Maylene.  “I’ve seen both come in handy depending on the scenario.”
 
   “I’m growing weary of this idle banter.”
 
   “Not me.  Discourse only serves to further help my cause.”
 
   Almar grumbled and let his shoulders fall, assuming the guise of a man who genuinely seemed eager to avoid confrontation.  “Don’t be an idiot, lass.  Surrender to our care.  You can’t escape from us.”
 
   “I’ve based an entire career on the assumption there’s always a way out.  I haven’t been proven wrong yet.”
 
   “Today seems a likely candidate.”
 
   “In your narrow and unimaginative mind perhaps.”
 
   “There’s only one exit from this chamber, and we’re standing between you and it.”
 
   “Are there no others?”  Maylene tapped her chin in mock contemplation.  “Hmm, maybe I planned this jaunt poorly.  I wish I’d put more thought into my caper.”
 
   “Your game is finished.  End this now and no one needs to be hurt.”
 
   “I still have a trick poised up my sleeve.  But before we lay all our cards on the table, I have one tidbit to share.  Galen Vanrir is bound and gagged somewhere on this floor.”  She smirked and touched one forefinger to her temple.  “You’ll want to remember that, since it’ll soon be imperative for your lapdogs to track him down and untie the cantankerous geezer.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because the way I see it, Captain,” Maylene said, “you have a choice.”
 
   “Do I?  And what might that choice be?”
 
   “Recover one rare artifact in my possession.”
 
   Almar grinned and cocked his head.  “Or?”
 
   “Save thousands.”
 
   Maylene seized her lantern from the floor, ripped its cloth hood free and smashed rippled glass against one shelf while Almar stared in helpless horror.  Incandescent flames spurted over dry parchment and belched churning black smoke, obscuring windows and hazing ruddy torchlight.
 
   “Chase me or save your precious library and an old fogey!” she hollered.  “Can’t do both!”
 
   Blistering heat radiated against her skin, blossoming outward with savage disregard for hallowed antiquity.  Melting globules spilled from fracturing shelves coated with embers while ash touched her mouth and induced a hacking cough.  This act of desecration was little different from destroying money to Maylene’s mind, since each charred scroll might fetch a hefty sum.  She cursed the necessity of her deed.
 
   Holding a filthy sleeve over her mouth, Maylene charged up a flight of stairs bathed in weaving orange as shouts accompanied frantic footfalls.  Let the guards turn their murderous intentions to dousing flames rather than beating her.  She had even helpfully given them unwarranted practice during the scullery blaze days earlier.
 
   Maylene reached the hanging rope and tightened her fingers around coarse hemp, planting both feet against a stone wall.  For the second bloody time tonight, she climbed using only the strength in her steadily depleting limbs.  Thank the gods Almar took his sweet time breaking through, granting her a welcome reprieve.  Quavers rippled through her shoulders even after she released the cord and crawled forward on carpet.
 
   A strangled yelp vented from Maylene’s scratchy throat when hands seized both ankles, smashing her chin into the floor.  She floundered and grasped the taut rope, peeling flesh from her palm as she was dragged backward.  Burly arms latched around Maylene’s thighs, hauling higher while blood filled her mouth.
 
   “Try running now,” Almar decried.
 
   She jerked legs constrained by the captain’s hefty bulk, unable to wriggle from his grasp.  Her lacerated palm smeared blood over the rope, painting strands cardinal.  Maylene slipped one hand into the quiver on her belt and retrieved a blowpipe dart with tense fingers.  She shrieked as Almar clambered closer, lashing knuckles into her ribcage.  A scaling hand snatched the lone braid flopping from her scalp and fiery spasms tore into aching flesh.
 
   “Chew on this, fucker,” she snarled.
 
   Maylene whipped her arm downward, pricking his throat with a needle laced in tetrodotoxin.  Almar tore the projectile from flushed skin as his jaw slackened, no longer able to form coherent words.  He wilted aside and all at once she felt crushing pressure leave her body.  Maylene wrenched one leg free and smashed the sole into Almar’s forehead, pitching him into a soundless tumble through the cavity.
 
   She scrambled toward Zalla’s knot and grasped the working end, yanking a slack bight through and releasing the rope.  Hemp slithered across cracked tiles and disappeared from sight into the hole, no doubt spooling atop a paralyzed and livid Almar.  She climbed upright, exhaled through scalding lungs and sprinted from the chamber.
 
   *
 
   Aryll crouched beneath a windowsill opposite the chamber’s lone doorway, eyeing Blaer while she fiddled with a slender black cord.  The open pack was nestled at her feet, revealing strange equipment and apparatuses.  Once finished, Blaer secured a second line alongside the first and faced Aryll again.
 
   “Silk weave,” Blaer elucidated, trundling the spools toward Aryll.  Loose cord trailed behind her, wending back to a sturdy rail.  “Hard to believe what this cost to acquire.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?  You don’t seem like a bad person.”
 
   “Now isn’t the time to appeal to my humanity.”
 
   “Would you ever hurt me?”
 
   “Probably not.  But I’m not the one who makes those choices.”
 
   “What’s your real name?  Since I’m betting Blaer isn’t a contender.”
 
   She tossed rope beneath the window and retraced her steps.  “Sorry, Aryll.  I’m afraid you won’t be learning much about me.  Trying to endear yourself to me isn’t a bad tactic.  It won’t work, of course.  But it’s a practical attempt.”
 
   Aryll shuffled closer on her knees.  “Your friends won’t escape from Starwatch with their scroll.  I can promise you that.  Thieves have been trying for centuries and none succeeded.  But you can give yourself up now.  You haven’t hurt anyone.  I’ll talk to the Headmaster and maybe convince him to be more lenient on you.”
 
   “I’ll let you in on a little secret I’ve discovered.”  Blaer hefted the haversack, dumped it on the floor and pulled out clinking harnesses.  “It’s not wise to wager against the people I’m working with.  They have a tendency to come out on top.”
 
   Blaer removed an oilcloth satchel holding the codex and stuffed it within her jacket, leaving only a subtle bulge.  Next she helped Aryll upright and attached leather around her waist and thighs, cinching hitches and straps through close-fitted buckles.  Rawhide pinched Aryll’s skin, a trivial concern compared to the dawning anxiety swarming through her mind.  “What are these for?”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve already figured it out.”
 
   Blaer unlatched iron and shoved one window ajar, inviting a chill wind through Aryll’s bones.  Retrieving bound coils from carpeted floor, she flung rope outside into the night.  Moonlight unveiled a red tinge to Blaer’s face and neck, flushed with perspiration.
 
   “You’re nervous, too,” Aryll remarked through quickened breaths.  “I can see you are.”
 
   “I’ll manage.  This is Kalyna’s specialty.  We’re in good hands.”
 
   Aryll placed shackled hands against the windowsill, steadying her uncertain balance.  “The woman who’s already threatened to kill me.  Lovely.”
 
   “Only if you insist on causing us headaches.  She isn’t vindictive by nature.  Only unforgiving.”
 
   Aryll suffered an involuntary shiver, though she did not know whether the culprit was an imminent descent or displeasing a homicidal thief.  Thudding footsteps brought Aryll around to face the entry, her prayerful hopes for salvation at the hands of a guard swiftly quashed.
 
   Kalyna staggered into the room glistening with sweat and wrapping ripped cloth around one bloodied hand.  Tangled strands spilled to either side of a face dotted with black splotches.  She surveyed Aryll and nodded.  “Good.  You’ve got our girl dressed.”
 
   Blaer tossed Kalyna a jangling harness and started fastening metal implements onto clasps hanging from her own.  “We pressed for time?”
 
   “No more than usual.”  Kalyna secured leather around her hips and paced to the window.  “I hate vertigo.”
 
   Aryll crept closer and stuck her nose over the void, inhaling a sharp breath.  “Are you insane?” she squeaked.
 
   “A little bit, yeah.”
 
   “You want us to go out there?”
 
   Kalyna pulled several scrolls from the haversack and slipped them into her doublet.  “Can’t get down to the ground any other way.  It’s all about a simple lack of choices.”
 
   “Please let me go.  You can tie me up or whatever you want.  I’ll sit right here and not do anything.  I swear.”
 
   “After Blaer went to all the trouble of outfitting you?  What a rude thought.”
 
   “And if the guards find this room while we’re out there?” Aryll questioned.  “They might not know I’m with you and cut the rope.”
 
   “Let them try.  It’s a wonderful material fashioned in some city with an unpronounceable name way south in Balnir.  Takes ages to slice through, and the guards here are otherwise occupied currently.”  Kalyna tugged torn fabric from her pocket and looped it around Aryll’s jaw.  “I resisted the temptation to gag you before.  Consider it a courtesy.  But I can’t permit you to exhaust your little lungs shrieking for all the world to hear.  Imagine what festival revelers might think if they chanced to glance upward and saw three women abseiling down Starwatch’s exterior.  Why, they’d be mortified.”  She clapped the panicky girl on her back and grinned.  “But we haven’t much time for conversation.  That fire I started won’t burn forever.”
 
   Aryll’s slender brows lifted skyward and she struggled to speak through cloth restricting her moistened lips.  “Fire?”
 
   “Try not to worry too much about it.  Quite a few guards seemed genuinely enthusiastic to stop it from spreading.”  Kalyna stepped close and clipped Aryll’s harness to her own before attaching braces to both lines threading through the window.  “We’re going tandem, you and me.  Now then, out the window, kiddo.  I promise I won’t let you fall to a horrific, messy death far below.”
 
   Kalyna pushed Aryll over the windowsill as her panicked hands grappled for purchase on varnished wood.  Her fingers were prised loose while Kalyna swung legs over and joined Aryll.  With nothing else to grip, Aryll sought to clutch the other woman’s clothing, only to have her hands batted aside.  Kalyna grasped metal loops, feeding cord through while Aryll bumped and grinded against the tower’s exterior.  Descent was a languid process, noticeable to Aryll’s eyes only by the position of certain stains and grooves marring granite.
 
   The Asdori woman soon halted, swaying into a stone surface smoothed by centuries of caressing wind and rain.  “I want you to take a glance down.”
 
   Aryll stared into dark eyes barely discernible beneath the moons, though chose not to obey.
 
   “Humor me.”
 
   She tried shoving fabric from her mouth with a dry tongue and peeked beyond hanging legs to the ground.  Remorseless fear assailed Aryll, slicing through her chest and clamping on the heart within.  She squeezed her eyes shut and whimpered, seeking to burrow into a safe hole far beyond reach.
 
   “And the desired effect is achieved,” Kalyna purred.  “I want you to appreciate the bind you’re in.  Right now you’re better off alive, but if you lose your value as a hostage, then you’re literally dead weight to me.  Which I’m happy to jettison as the situation demands.  You might be impersonating a potato sack, but my arms are burning like you wouldn’t believe.  It won’t pain me to drop you if I’m given a reason.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  Stay quiet, stay limp, and we’ll get along magically.”
 
   Aryll offered a weak, insincere nod and felt her body pitch downward at a steady rate.  She refused to open tearful eyes, instead conjuring whatever fictitious scenario might calm her frayed nerves.  Gusts whipped sweaty hair but did nothing to cool skin laced in burning pinpricks.
 
   Eventually their descent ceased with a lurch and Aryll opened her eyes.  Sallow moonlight glinted against a black surface reflecting her distorted face.  Kalyna touched one glove to the rippled glass and rapped her knuckles three times.  A squealing noise preceded the window opening inward to a shadowed chamber sparsely lit by candlelight.
 
   Hands reached out and grasped rawhide harnesses, tugging them within until Aryll felt her boots touch glorious, blessed floor.  After Kalyna detached the clips binding their harnesses together, a bump from the woman flung Aryll to crumple with loose rope spooling over her legs.  Aryll groaned and placed quavering hands on the floor, hearing Blaer scamper inside close behind.
 
   A startled voice echoed in the confined chamber.  “Aryll?”
 
   “Ah, friend of yours?” inquired Kalyna.
 
   Aryll glanced upward and shoved herself onto bruised knees.  Familiar disbelieving eyes illumined by flickering fires gazed into hers.  She reached up and strained to tear soggy fabric from her mouth with fettered wrists.  “Kimiko…what are you doing here?  You’re helping these people?”
 
   “I only wanted—”
 
   “Do you know what they’ve done to me?  What they’ve put me through tonight?  How could you do this?”
 
   Kimiko knelt and extended a hand, though Aryll ignored the offer and climbed upright without support.
 
   “Reunion and tense dialogue can come later,” Kalyna barked.  “Right now you’re getting us out of here.”
 
   The two women unhitched clasps and yanked leather through buckles until the harnesses slumped onto flooring.  Kalyna kicked the clattering pile underneath furniture before wiping sweat and ash from her face.  Several jerky hand motions returned errant hair to her lone ponytail while Blaer straightened wrinkly clothing, leaving Aryll to realize both looked utterly unremarkable.  They planned to waltz out as if common festival attendees, with nothing to raise suspicions beyond faint creases hiding their pilfered artifacts.
 
   Kalyna snapped her fingers with an impatient imperative, yanking Kimiko from her shamed reverie.  “Pay attention, girl.”
 
   “Right.  I haven’t heard any students for a while, but I know guards will sometimes do rounds on these floors, even during the Fete.”
 
   “Don’t help them!” Aryll shouted.
 
   “Keep your damn voice down if you don’t want to be gagged again,” Kalyna retorted.
 
   “I don’t care anymore.”  She pivoted to face Kimiko, glimpsing humiliation marring her features.  “You don’t need to do this.  Just stop right now.”
 
   “Aryll, you don’t understand—”
 
   “Screw them!”
 
   “That’s it,” Kalyna muttered, striding forward.  “I warned you.”
 
   A darkened silhouette appeared in the doorway, revealing the stunned features of an intruding guard and snagging Kalyna’s attention.  She lunged low across carpeting while the man’s hand groped for a scabbarded sword and he sought to cry out in alarm.  Kalyna lashed rigid fingers against his throat, thrust a boot into one knee and slid iron from a sheath looped around her thigh.  She caught the collapsing sentry by his surcoat and pressed a cold knife to his exposed throat.
 
   “Don’t hurt him!” Kimiko pleaded.
 
   Kalyna glowered into the guard’s fearful eyes, holding him partially upright by his collar.  “He’s seen you, kid.  Let him live and he’ll have you ruined.  Your days in Starwatch will end.  A flick of my wrist and all your troubles will be gone.”
 
   “No.  I won’t stay if this is the price I have to pay.  This isn’t worth it.”
 
   Her eyes glittered with malicious intent as whitened fingers squeezed the grip tighter.
 
   “You promised me no one would be hurt,” Kimiko declared.  “You gave me your word.”
 
   “Your choice.”  Kalyna buffeted the man’s skull against a wall and heaved him onto the floor.  She gathered spare rope and knelt astride him, binding his wrists and ankles together.  Incisions with her dagger sliced fabric from the tabard he wore, which she unceremoniously wadded into his mouth.
 
   “This is a mistake,” Kalyna remarked, sheathing her knife.  “But it’s yours to make.”
 
   “And I’ll be the one living with it.”  Kimiko uncurled her fists and stared at the dazed guard.  “You have what you came for.  Now leave me and Aryll alone.  I don’t want anyone else to be hurt.  I’m done with all this.”
 
   Kalyna stared at Kimiko, though Aryll could not tell whether disgust or anger was written on her face in the weak light.  Shifting on her heels, she nudged Blaer and the thieves fled into an adjoining hallway without further words.
 
   Kimiko raced forward and fumbled to unbind Aryll’s wrists, though this time she did not resist.  “They promised to pay for my tuition if I helped them.  It was such a dumb decision.  I didn’t mean to put you through any of this.  You weren’t supposed to be involved in my mess.”  Kimiko untangled the final loop and tossed rope aside.  “Can you forgive me?”
 
   “You’ll never be able to stay here.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Aryll cast her gaze toward the shackled guard as he struggled through a groggy stupor.  His confusion shifted to hate as senses returned to him, unleashed on the only targets within sight.  “You gave up everything to save his life.”
 
   “My stupid choices put him in danger.”
 
   She reached out and held Kimiko’s hands in her own.  “You need to leave,” Aryll begged.  “Right now.”
 
   “I can’t abandon you.”
 
   “Listen to me.  You won’t be expelled for this.  They’ll throw you in a Draugan gaol.  Please, you need to stay safe.”
 
   “I have nowhere to go.”
 
   The prone guard eyed her with unrestrained fury, though Aryll was confident his fetters would hold for the time needed.  She grabbed her friend by the elbow and led Kimiko beyond earshot.  “Remember how we talked about visiting Lorentarth together?  Travel there and start a new life.  I’ll figure out a way to send you letters.  Maybe I can even visit you on my way home to Angevine.  But spend tonight at the Eager Rest inn.  I’ll have some of your things sent there in the morning.  If you don’t hear from me by sunset tomorrow, assume I wasn’t able to get anything out.  Leave the city as soon as you can after that.  And no matter what happens, empty your account at Vinaldor’s lending house.  Take the money you have and head north.”
 
   “I don’t know, Aryll.”
 
   “You can do this.  Become an apothecary’s apprentice like you said before all this started.  You’re more qualified than anyone else.”
 
   Nervous eyes flicked as though searching for reassurance forever beyond her grasp.  “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll buy the time you need.”
 
   “I don’t want you taking that risk for me.”
 
   “There won’t be any risk.  I’ll just lie and hope I’m convincing enough.”  She gently pushed Kimiko’s shoulder, offering encouragement one final time.  “Please go.”
 
   “I’ll miss you.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Aryll watched her friend depart and wiped a lone trickle from one eye.  She wrapped shaking arms around herself for warmth and waited several long minutes, scarcely believing Kimiko was gone.  Eventually she returned to the guard and settled onto her knees, tugging wet cloth from his mouth.  Hands long since calloused from mending her clothes unfastened knots imprisoning his limbs.
 
   “I swear the galens will learn about her betrayal.”
 
   “Ask me if I care,” Aryll muttered.
 
   Once untied, his hands seized Aryll’s wrists in aching grips as he towered over her.  A savage shake ended weak squirming and he leaned close, spewing foul breaths over her face.  “I’m dragging you to Almar Graycloak.  He isn’t a forgiving man.”
 
   Aryll glared upward into vindictive eyes and refused to shirk from his anger.  Not after all she had gone through.  “Take your hands off me.  Guards are forbidden from touching students without cause.  And I just freed your sorry arse.”
 
   “You might not have helped them willingly, but you let your friend escape.  That makes you guilty, too.  And it gives me cause.”
 
   Lowering her gaze, she slackened straining limbs.  “I still don’t care.”
 
   “You will when you face judgment.”
 
   *
 
   Baskaran withdrew a sullied rapier and held it crosswise before his chest.  Moonlight glittered over scarlet splashed across the iron as Jaxon clutched his savaged forearm with one hand.  Raw ire bathed the lord’s features while irregular rasps hissed between gritted teeth.  Cyriana exhaled a lengthy breath in relief.  The bout had been too close, and she did not know whether the equal contest owed to Jaxon’s rekindled talents or Baskaran intentionally delaying victory.  She wiped flush droplets from her nape, waiting for the herald to declare victory.
 
   “I believe that concludes our bout,” Baskaran uttered.  “I’m unsurprised you failed to offer much contest.  After all, you are a craven who commands others to defend his own honor.”
 
   Jaxon roared and leaped for his adversary, forcing a startled Baskaran to heft his blade and stumble backward.  Iron snapped outward to parry vicious strokes as blood splattered from Jaxon’s whipping forearm.
 
   “The duel’s over,” Cyriana said.  “Herald, do your frigging job.”
 
   “I am,” Lord Tarlowe declared.  “I continue to monitor and uphold the rules of engagement.”
 
   She watched in stunned horror as Jaxon sustained his remorseless assault, forcing Baskaran to adopt a clumsy defensive stance.  Having stressed a duel only to first blood, Baskaran could not kill without violating conventions and laws.  Cyriana understood Jaxon might well force such a result, blinded as he was by absolute indignation.  The realization stirred dread in her chest, since she chose the damned man believing his anger to be a virtue in this instance.
 
   “What the hell are you waiting for?” she demanded of the herald.  “Stop the fight.”
 
   “His lordship wishes to continue until a more satisfactory conclusion is reached.”
 
   “They agreed the contest would only be to first blood.”
 
   “I do not recall Lord Torne explicitly consenting.”
 
   “He didn’t damn well argue against it,” Cyriana rebuked.  “His silence was consent enough.”
 
   “Nevertheless.  You compatriot should have strived to earn formal consent regarding the rules.  A gentlemen’s agreement alone does not hold legal weight.”
 
   “You wretched bastard.  You’re willing to let one of them die to settle a score?”
 
   “With no reason binding me to demand a conclusion, I shall allow it to progress.”
 
   Cyriana whirled, her entreaties met with indifference or loathing from each stranger’s face.  She spied no indication of sympathy or desire to turn away from their peers and defend a wronged man.  Baskaran had well and truly earned animosity from these bloodthirsty aristocrats.  “Is no one willing to end this madness?”
 
   Fiery discomfort tore at her stomach as she pivoted and Cyriana inadvertently touched moisture with one hand.  Pale red splotches adorned her fingertips, tarnishing leather in discolored dots.  A stitch must have tugged free and reopened her wound.  Cyriana rubbed her thumb and forefinger together, smearing the sticky fluid while a moment of insane inspiration crowded her mind.  The scheme might get her killed, but if she chose to do nothing, someone else would definitely die.  Either that psychotic Jaxon would force Baskaran to kill him, or get lucky and skewer her companion while he valiantly sought to avoid inflicting a fatal stroke.
 
   She reached into one fold nestled in her jacket and withdrew a narrow shiv partially wrapped in cloth.  Starwatch policy be damned, she was never unarmed.  Cyriana pulled on her jerkin and carefully traced the blade’s edge along fabric until there was a smooth split over the wound.  Slipping the shiv into its nook once more, she eyed the frantic duelists and waited for a chance to cheerfully attempt an outlandish stunt.  After years spent ignoring her friends, maybe it was time to concede they were right.  Maybe she was out of her mind.  Evidence in support of the diagnosis was certainly mounting.
 
   Baskaran landed a blow with one fist to conclude a flurry of hacking blades, thrusting Jaxon into an ungainly retreat.  Telling that bothersome, intrusive little voice in her head to shut up and do as she said, Cyriana seized her fleeting opportunity.
 
   She scrambled into the dueling circle, interposing herself between Baskaran and Jaxon with upraised hands.  “You have to stop this!”
 
   Jaxon whipped his rapier in a low horizontal slash aimed for Baskaran, unaware or uncaring that Cyriana stood in the way.  She held an unwavering stance despite mounting reticence, watching iron scythe closer to her flesh, and arched backward as it passed a hairsbreadth from making contact.
 
   Cyriana staggered on uncertain feet and clutched her stomach, feigning terror.  “Oh gods.”
 
   She curled forward and wedged fingers into the jacket hole, pinching a loose stitch.  This was going to hurt like a bitch.  She ripped the thread free, uttering a shrill scream.  At least there would be no need to fake the pain.  Water pooled in her eyes unbidden while blood washed over a burning stomach, seeping through stained fabrics.  Voicing a pained cry, Baskaran flung his sword aside and cradled her wilting body.  Tears streamed down Cyriana’s cheeks as he gently lowered her onto grass.
 
   Horrified murmurs rippled through gathered onlookers, the softer ones even drowned by indignant howls.  One act of impetuous lunacy and the tide had turned against Jaxon.  Cyriana wanted to smile, though miserable pangs put a swift end to the desire.
 
   “He’s killed her!” cried a voice.
 
   Baskaran leaned close and spoke in a whisper.  Sincere concern for her wellbeing colored his features, leaving Cyriana to suspect he had not surmised her strategy.  “Are you okay?”
 
   She fluttered one eyelid in what she hoped he would recognize as a wink.  “Only a scratch.  I’ll be fine.”  The gravelly words sounded bereft of strength even to her own ears.  Cyriana could only imagine what she looked like to Baskaran.  No wonder the sentimental sap believed she might be dying after a tragic, ill-fated act of heroism, despite the absurdity of her ever choosing to be heroic.  Once sufficiently recovered, she vowed to never let him live this one down.
 
   Cyriana heard thumping boots and glanced upward to see Lord Tarlowe and another man standing between her and Jaxon.
 
   “Disarm, Lord Torne,” commanded Tarlowe.  “The fight is over.”
 
   “I will not.  Our duel hasn’t finished until I kill that bastard.”
 
   “Not while a woman lies in blood delivered by your hand.”
 
   “That fool forced herself onto my blade,” Jaxon claimed.  “The fault is entirely her own.”
 
   “Inadvertent or otherwise, wounding a spectator is grounds for immediate cessation.  Be thankful I don’t decree this warrants disciplinary action, given the circumstances.”
 
   “Stand aside.  This brash child insulted me and our people.  That can’t go unpunished.”
 
   “You named me herald for the bout, and I cannot allow it to continue in light of this unfortunate accident.”  Tarlowe lifted his voice for all to hear, imbuing the words with an imperative command.  “Stow your blade and withdraw at once.”
 
   “You can’t possibly permit him to depart unmolested following his abusive tirade.”
 
   “I should have ended the duel at first contact.  Evidence of defeat is flowing down your arm.  Do not taint the loss with even greater disgrace.”
 
   “There isn’t even blood on my damned sword!”
 
   Tarlowe shifted his posture and thrust a finger toward Cyriana where scarlet fouled her jacket.  “You wish to challenge the veracity of that?”
 
   Jaxon hurled the rapier into grass and roared a stream of profanities.  Milling spectators granted a wide berth when he strode from sight, perhaps fearing he might lash out against one who strayed too close.
 
   Lord Tarlowe regarded Baskaran with something approaching shame.  “My apologies for this.  You could have been grievously hurt even following victory.  I hold myself responsible for the failing.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.  We were all caught in the moment.”
 
   “You are too gracious.”  Tarlowe cast concerned eyes toward Cyriana.  “And your friend?”
 
   Baskaran kept one hand pressed firmly on her weeping laceration.  “Fortunately it only appears to be a flesh wound with cursory penetration.  I see no reason to fear for her life.”
 
   “A relief to hear.  I’m certain a galen would be more than happy to clean and bandage your wound, my lady.  Please accept my apologies, even knowing it can never be enough.”
 
   She lifted a hand sheathed in red and patted Baskaran’s hand.  “I’m only thankful no one died.”
 
   “You humble us all.”  Lord Tarlowe turned to face gathered onlookers and raised his hands.  “Engard Sirava of Barrow Hall has claimed victory in this duel against Lord Jaxon Torne.  In the name of Adonas, his assertion has been proven conclusively true.  Let no man or woman challenge him on this issue again.”  Tarlowe turned as Baskaran gingerly brought Cyriana to her feet, lowering his voice while he stepped close.  “In light of this outcome it is within your right to petition for financial restitution from Lord Torne.  Direct your entreaty to the Consortium of Commerce and Merchants, of which his enterprise is a chartered member.”
 
   “Perhaps I will another day.  For now I must tend to my friend rather than nurse grievances.”
 
   “Of course.  Again, I apologize for what you have been forced to endure on my account.”  He gave a smile to Cyriana that seemed somewhat strained, as though the man was unaccustomed to such unnecessary displays.  “I will delay you no longer.  Seek the medical care you need and be well.”
 
   Cyriana noted few eyes were upon them as she left with Baskaran.  Conversation grew in volume and backs were turned, dismissing the dueling circle and those standing in it.  With the conflict finished and no further bloodshed forthcoming, none evidently bothered to devote attention in watching its victims.  A wounded woman stumbling from the ring held less excitement.
 
   Baskaran whispered in Cyriana’s ears as she rested her head on his shoulder.  “Are you truly okay?”
 
   “Yep.  Just me being brash and stupid.  I do it all the time.”
 
   “Brash and stupid seem to serve you well.”
 
   “Only because I’ve had such practice.”  Cyriana leaned on Baskaran, fighting to ignore her self-inflicted torment.  “Engard?  Must you try to be cute with your name at a time like this?”
 
   “I don’t believe they noticed.”
 
   “Lucky for you.  Aristocrats don’t like being toyed with.”
 
   “You’re one to talk.”
 
   “I make a living of it.  Though it’s nice to see I’m rubbing off on you.”
 
   Baskaran touched his shirt with one hand and Cyriana noticed her blood smeared across his fingers.  “In more than one way,” he asserted.
 
   “Shut it, wise guy.”  Cyriana winced until a thought crossed her mind.  “Wait a moment.  Your fake family name was Sirava, yes?  Isn’t that your real name spelled backward?”
 
   “It is,” he admitted.  “No good?”
 
   “We need to give you a lesson in crafting credible pseudonyms, I think.”
 
   “What would you have chosen?”
 
   “Something that can’t trace back to you in any way.  I don’t prance around with my name in reverse.”
 
   “Because Neseaf sounds stupid.”
 
   “That’s enough from you.  Time to focus on finding me a competent galen.  Stow your quips and questions for later.”
 
   “As my employer commands.”
 
   Once alone on a quiet trail, Cyriana tilted her head and glimpsed familiar figures stumbling around one domed shrine strictly forbidden to visitors on this night.  They staggered as though struggling to hold their hunched bodies upright.  Perhaps a melodramatic pantomime, yet the spectacle was unmistakably noticeable as a result.  She could forgive them an exaggeration if it achieved results.
 
   Thran and Aeyir lurched beyond columns and into shining moonlight.  From this distance she could scarcely perceive gray discoloration marring their flesh with a sickly complexion.  Blackened welts lifted from their skin and discharged a milky fluid contrasting with the dark sores.  Even removed as she was, Cyriana could not help but admire Thorkell’s brilliant handiwork.  She might not ever call him a dandy again, because this was true artistry.  All the more impressive he whipped the cosmetics together on a tight deadline after being pummeled by Maylene.
 
   Cyriana raised a hand speckled in blood and pressed it against Baskaran’s chest.  “Stop.”
 
   “We need to patch your wound.”
 
   “Relegate the thought to a secondary concern.”  Despite torment flaring through her stomach, Cyriana parted dry lips in a smirk.  “Seems we’ve lost track of time, because it’s starting.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “My absurd sideshow.  I only hope Maylene and Zalla snatched the damn scroll or they’ll have a hell of a time escaping Starwatch after this.”
 
   Understanding dawned on Baskaran’s features and he led Cyriana off a brick pathway soon to be swarming with panicked bluebloods and destitute vagabonds alike.
 
   “I find that I’m not feeling my best at the moment,” she declared.  “Can you shield me from what’s about to come?”
 
   “This is the reason you hired me.  I’ll carry you if need be.”
 
   “Just keep me on my feet and I’ll help pull my own weight.”
 
   “You’ve suffered enough, I think.  Leave this to me.”
 
   Cyriana nodded and allowed herself to droop further into his arms, thankful for a slight lessening of stress on tired legs.  Statuesque muscles carved on Baskaran seemed not to even notice the additional weight while her mind drifted to imminent panic.  Fourteen years earlier a plague struck Asdor, depopulating whole villages in the countryside and reducing citizens to quivering wrecks.  For those stricken by the illness, symptoms spread at an alarming rate.  A vigorous person might contract the disease one morning and be dead the next.  Learned galens were unable to offer effective solutions, standing powerless against what many believed to be the wrath of unforgiving gods.  The entire Draugan Empire was fortunate this plague died mysteriously before it could spread farther afield and threaten millions more.  Asdori residents still speak about the tragic year of 316 Black Ruin, offering benedictions to deities for safeguarding their lives.
 
   Those who survive such a fatal epidemic tend to live in perpetual fear it may one day return.  All Cyriana needed to do was nudge imbedded fear to the forefront and watch it take root, despite employing a method that was irrational in retrospect.  Why would victims in an advanced stage inexplicably appear within Starwatch from a shadowed recess?  Better yet, how could two males develop deathly symptoms without infecting another living soul, even assuming the rapid fatality?
 
   Absurd elements did not threaten to spoil the ruse however.  People never responded in a reasonable manner when frightened.  In her experience, fear inhabited the same region where logic might otherwise reside, and only one could win out during a conflicting struggle.  The universal truth spawned all manner of fiendish distractions to an enterprising thief lacking scruples.  She had once chased housekeepers from an estate during the darkest hours by donning tattered clothing and wailing like a spectral apparition while dragging dirty chains painted the color of rust from her wrists.  That was an entertaining night.
 
   Cyriana returned her attention to the shambling victims.  She noticed lips crusted in oozing sores moving but could not hear their words.  Finally she realized Thran and Aeyir were begging for help.  A nice touch, admittedly.  Despite musicians once again filling the air with melodious dirges, their harmony could not long drown plaintive cries.  Given her abdominal wound, Cyriana’s desire to halt might seem suspicious to anyone watching, yet she desperately wanted to witness this spectacle.  Her curious choices would soon be forgotten regardless, once panicked screeching spread between onlookers as though a savage wildfire.  She reckoned the wait would not be long, and as ever was proven correct.
 
   Murmuring banter quietened and faces turned to regard Thran and Aeyir with bemusement.  Cyriana watched in giddy pleasure as expressions shifted to horror almost at a languid pace.  Mouths opened, fumbling to uncover words left murky against budding dread, while trembling hands lifted and pointed at the afflicted twosome.
 
   “All it requires is a lone word,” Cyriana whispered.  “Let’s hear it.”
 
   “Plague!” shrieked one reveler.
 
   Cyriana spread her lips in a smile and then cursed when she tasted blood dribbling from the corners.
 
   Fearful spectators echoed the cry into a shrill cacophony.  Nobles attired in the priciest finery clawed at their peers, scrambling backward with mindless desperation to escape contagious victims.  Sensible aristocrats fell atop one another, writhing and scrabbling for refuge.  Ever reliable self-interest seized their minds and fists started swinging against those too stunned to flee.  Some fell in tangles while others surged for open gates and the refuge hopefully awaiting beyond.  Not one responded with touching concern for the welfare of a friend or stranger, preferring instead to forego magnanimity for a greater chance at personal survival.  Humans were selfish creatures in the end, whenever faced with a threat.  Excluding galens, of course, who were forever exceptions to every otherwise immutable rule.
 
   An elder galen cautiously approached the ousted students, and Cyriana attributed his bravery to either compassion or misgivings at their behavior.  This might be the end of their amateur theater, if the scholar identified Thran and Aeyir for who they really are.  Or noticed crippling symptoms were attributable to clever chicanery rather than disease.
 
   Her bumbling patsies did not glimpse the galen drawing near, until one skeletal arm thrust forward and clutched Thran’s wrist.  Eyes wreathed by wrinkles and pockmarks lit in comprehension, though Cyriana could not be certain whether he recognized the expelled nitwits or false decorations they wore.  Unsurprising an academic would distinguish genuine markings from gimmicky ones.  Not that Cyriana cared, since the damage was done and her objective achieved.  Let the old man try corralling all these flocking sheep back to ruined festivities.
 
   “They aren’t sick!” he shouted.
 
   His words rang hollow to those in the grip of despair, whose only concern was fleeing a poisonous miasma.  One calming voice in a raging storm meant nothing.  The die was cast once an initial scream touched the air.
 
   The galen chose not to bother with an uneducated crowd and instead howled at nervous guards waiting in a loose cordon.  “There is no plague!  Arrest the delinquents!”
 
   Knowing their ruse was finished, Thran and Aeyir abandoned the charade and bolted like the healthy specimens they are.  Dark sores melted from skin flushed with sweat, forcing them to wipe a clinging paste from their eyes.  Armored sentries sprinted across pathways and spongy grass, weaving an erratic route in pursuit.  One clutched at coattails billowing behind Thran, though the young Shiylan wriggled free.
 
   Cyriana noted additional sentinels ringing the courtyard and closing in on the wayward former students.  “Not looking good for you, boys.”
 
   Swarming guards tackled the miscreants amid flailing limbs and choked screams.  Aeyir thrashed in valiant resistance, clobbering one guard in his face with an uplifting boot.  A cracking backhand snapped Aeyir around and one woman plunged her kneecap into his spine, pinning a face laden in smudged makeup against grass.
 
   Cyriana felt utterly unsympathetic toward their plight, watching the desperate lads continue to squirm and howl.  “That’s a shame.”
 
   She turned away from the amusing carnage and hobbled alongside Baskaran through an entry inundated with fleeing partygoers.  Even sapped of strength and losing blood, Cyriana granted a harsh elbow to anyone who ventured too close.  Overwhelmed guards wore bruises and scratches on despondent faces, incapable of resisting the tide and learning to no longer bother.  One man toppled toward Cyriana and Baskaran planted a palm on his reddened face, shoving the bloated socialite into a jumble.
 
   Fresh air caressed her scalding face once beyond the gate, yet did nothing to stifle heat spreading elsewhere.  Fabrics clung to her perspiring skin like an unwelcome touch.  Trees passed to either side as they descended gentle inclines, each stride blurring into a continual strain on Cyriana.  More weight shifted to the stubborn man at her side, until she did little more than scrape boots over cobbles.  Their journey toward the city seemed interminable to her weakening mind, an exercise in endurance she refused to fail.
 
   Finally Baskaran rounded one brick wall and came to a rest, gently leaning Cyriana against its furrowed surface.  She placed a hand atop bubbling sores, relieved to discover the flow seemed to be lessening.  Or maybe she was merely losing all sensation, though the unrelenting fire twisting through her stomach suggested otherwise.  Shrieks from dispersing Fete attendees softened as they scattered in myriad directions along weaving paths and avenues.  Cyriana felt unanticipated admiration toward their heroic stamina, since most were habituated to fawning lackeys holding open carriage doors.  The simple threat of death spurred robust enthusiasm from even the most lethargic patrician.
 
   “Why are we stopping?” she questioned.  “Drag me to our rendezvous and let’s hope the others found their way.”
 
   “Not a chance.  I’m having you properly stitched before we attempt crossing the city at night.  If only you could see yourself right now.  You look to be standing on the wrong side of death.  Our companions can sit on their arses and wait.”
 
   “Disobeying my orders, are you?”
 
   “Concerned for your welfare,” corrected Baskaran.  “Even more than you are apparently.”
 
   “Nonsense.  I’m the only one who has her priorities straight.”
 
   “And an open stomach.”
 
   “Fine,” Cyriana growled.  “Give me over to a physician.  Though I’m becoming alarmed at the frequency people are choosing to ignore my directions.”
 
   “Simple solution to that.  Start making popular choices.”
 
   “Whiner.  At least there’ll be more carriages available tonight thanks to the festival.  Think you can be a gentleman and wrangle me a hansom cab?  I’ll pay.”
 
   “If these terror-stricken revelers haven’t snatched them all thanks to you.”
 
   “Just shut up and find one.  Even if it means yanking the current occupant out.”  Cyriana slumped against the wall, sliding down into a seated position.  “I’ll wait here.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Bask in your own naiveté if it suits you, but most among us can count the number of truly reliable friends we have on only one hand and still have fingers left over.
 
   From the Trial of Farien Taerlon, Day 8
 
   One day before his mysterious disappearance
 
   308 Black Ruin, Year of the Tangled Glade
 
    
 
   22 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   “Absolutely not,” Maylene scolded, narrowing her eyes to slits.  “I won’t allow this.”
 
   “The decision isn’t yours to make,” replied Cyriana.  “I’ve made up my mind.”
 
   “This is bloody madness.”
 
   “Could be.  But the way I see it, this is our best choice.”
 
   “Like hell it is.”  She jabbed a forefinger at Cyriana’s face and glowered.  “You can hold yourself upright as though nothing’s wrong, but you’re still walking wounded.  I see it in your eyes.  You aren’t up for this if shit goes south.”
 
   “Don’t presume to tell me what I can and can’t do, Maylene.”
 
   The Asdori woman hammered one boot into a vacant chair, knocking it to clatter against a barren wall.  She whirled and focused her anger at Thorkell.  “You planning to sit there like a dimwitted mute or do you want to say something?”
 
   He drummed fingertips atop a table and rubbed his chin.  “Maylene knows you better than anyone, Cyriana.  If she has her doubts I’m inclined to believe her.  There might be a wiser way if you don’t have the strength.”
 
   Cyriana felt her ire rising and swept one hand through her stained hair, seeking to summon calm with the gesture.  “What we’re having is not a discussion, because nothing’s up for debate.  Two months ago you all joined our venture under the condition I called the shots.  Didn’t seem to be problems with that addendum until now.  You want democracy, take a hike to Twelve Cities.  Because you won’t find it here.  This is my team and when I say park your arses somewhere, you will.”
 
   “I won’t do it,” Maylene hissed.
 
   Cyriana narrowed eyes toward her oldest friend.  “You’d damn well better.  If you stroll into sight, you’ll be endangering me and putting yourself at risk.  Rope needs to understand my crew is elsewhere and ready to scatter with the artifact if he harms me.  Each additional person who attends this meeting puts the plan more in jeopardy.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong.  The fewer people who attend only puts you more in jeopardy.”
 
   Cyriana grumbled and cast her unforgiving gaze toward Eloran.  “I notice you’re uncharacteristically introspective.  What complaint do you have this time?”
 
   “None.  I happen to agree with you for once.”  Eloran lifted hands marbled with shallow wrinkles.  “Believe me, I’m likewise surprised by this turn of events.”
 
   “How is it the frigging grouch is the only one who respects my wishes?” she demanded.
 
   “I don’t know if I’d phrase it in such a way.  I’m merely being practical.  This way is safest for us all.  It might seem Cyriana is putting herself in unnecessary peril by doing this, but the greater peril is if we all expose ourselves.”
 
   Maylene pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed.  “We can agree Rope is unlikely to honor his arrangements, yes?  If you waltz up to him alone, he might choose to kill you.  At least haul Baskaran along to give yourself a fighting chance.”
 
   “He won’t kill me,” Cyriana asserted.
 
   “And you can speak to his mental state after several fleeting conversations?”
 
   “Please.  I’m not that capable a judge of character.  But should he strangle me, he risks all of you vanishing into the wind with his prized relic.  Murdering me achieves nothing for him.  He’s too much of a businessman to misunderstand the notion.  That much I know.”
 
   “If you’re confident death isn’t a probable outcome, what difference does it make whether you invite someone else to join you?”
 
   “I said Rope won’t kill me.  No chance he’ll feel the same hesitation regarding another.  I’m not sentencing one of you to die on a foolhardy errand.”
 
   “You are the most intractably stubborn person I’ve ever known,” Maylene snarled.  “And you’re damned unapologetic about it, too.  Do I need to rip out your stitches again to keep you from going?”
 
   “Wouldn’t stop me and you know it.”
 
   Eloran cleared his throat.  “We already have a solid arrangement in place.  Let’s stick with it and all do as we agreed last month.”
 
   “Never mind the strange words I’m about to speak,” Cyriana said, “but Eloran is right.  We reached a consensus regarding what to do once the codex was in our possession.  And we’re adhering to the damn plan.”
 
   “You weren’t wounded at the time,” Maylene asserted.
 
   “It changes nothing in my mind.”
 
   “Cy, listen to me—”
 
   “Maylene, please.  I’m asking you as a friend to do this for me.”
 
   She flinched as though suffering a physical blow.  “How dare you toss around that word, considering what you’re demanding.  I’m supposed to watch you walk to your own death?”
 
   “I don’t want to risk anyone’s safety if I don’t have to.  Not more than I already have.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to ask us,” Zalla affirmed.  “We’re all willing to take the risk for you.”
 
   “I know you are.  And that’s why I can’t let you.”  Cyriana deposited a small pouch in Maylene’s hand.  “Do as I say and watch over the others.  Take them to the Crane and Crock inn like we intended.  I’ll contact you when I’m able.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana lifted a boot over fragmented marble sheathed in mildew and sighed.  Cemeteries were such dreary locales, even disregarding myriad tales of restless spirits and wandering ghosts.  She made a point of avoiding land where the dead were entombed for eternity.  Not necessarily owing to any superstitious dread, though a nagging part of her mind refused to discount the potential.  The reason for her reticence was mainly how damned depressing graveyards were.  This was doubly true for abandoned ones fallen into disrepair.
 
   She eyed a crumbled headstone resting atop overgrown grass and brushed past.  Dusk cast lengthening shadows throughout the necropolis beneath trees sprouting crooked branches.  Cyriana approached the central stretch and discovered a lone man awaiting her arrival.  A leaning sculpture flanked him to one side, capped with a carved figure touched by mold.  She suspected an innocent face chiseled into stone was meant to appear angelic, but instead seemed to glower at her with malicious intentions.  Cyriana despised this forgotten cemetery and its eerie statuary.
 
   “Thanks for not insisting we meet somewhere spooky.”
 
   “Sarcasm, of course.”  Noose clasped hands behind his back and strolled down a shallow hillock.  “Knowing this locale is deserted of the living appealed to me, given our respective need to avoid attention.  Nothing more.  Do you have a reason to fear an abode of the dead?”
 
   “Not that I know of,” she answered.  “Incorporeal beings are maddeningly tight-lipped about unkind motives.  Still, it doesn’t mean I’m eager to be standing in one.”
 
   “Then try not to offend their sensibilities while here.  Ordinarily I would think my warning obvious, though you seem to be particularly skilled at causing offense in others.  I presume this talent extends beyond us mortals to also include the spiritual.  It’s a wonder you haven’t joined their ghostly ranks already.”
 
   “You can only imagine how charming I am when I want to be.”  Cyriana pursed her lips at the Shiylan.  “I’d expected to be dealing with your boss today.”
 
   “He finds himself needed elsewhere.  Yours isn’t the only scheme he has his fingers in.  You’ll have to suffer through a talk with me instead.”
 
   “No great burden, provided you’re amenable to my requests.”
 
   “There are no longer any requests,” Noose countered.  “I claim the artifact from you and bring an end to our partnership.  A clean split.”
 
   “I think a crucial aspect of our affiliation may have slipped your mind.  Accidentally, I’m sure.  Namely me getting paid a handsome sum for all the shit I’ve dealt with.”
 
   “A discussion relating to compensation will wait until I see proof of your achievements.”
 
   “Why am I not surprised?  Though before we begin negotiating in earnest, there’s one more thing.  Tell your goons to stop lurking amid the tombstones.  I know we aren’t alone.”
 
   “Evidently there is little your keen mind fails to notice.”  Noose cocked his head sideward and lifted a fist.
 
   “I happen to know a thing or two about loitering unseen.  I wish others would throw some credit my way once in a while.  I did accomplish the impossible for your employer yesterday.  Some professional courtesy in return might be nice.”
 
   “Adversaries underestimating your peculiar skillset is likely why you remain alive.  A fatal flaw I don’t intend to replicate.”
 
   Cyriana shifted her gaze to either side, stifling a curse as a half dozen bruisers stepped between statuary.  She had only counted two during her trip in.  This might prove more problematic than she wagered.  “Plenty muscle for what should be a simple exchange.”
 
   “Yes indeed.  An element of overkill on my part.  Or rather, it would be if you’d brought the relic with you.  But the scroll is currently elsewhere, isn’t it?”
 
   “Much like the money I’m owed.  Or did you think I wouldn’t notice you and all your hoodlums don’t have sacks or chests awaiting me?”
 
   “And is this why you didn’t honor our arrangement?  Because you merely assumed I wouldn’t fulfill my end of the bargain and sought leverage?”
 
   “You’re only half right.  I know you have zero intention of ever paying me.  I’m hedging my bets by holding back on the lone bargaining chip I have.”
 
   “What makes you believe torture isn’t beneath me?  I could just chain you to a rack if you insist on being recalcitrant.”
 
   “Do that and you’ll never learn where I’ve stashed the goods,” Cyriana retorted.  “Didn’t Yarn tell you how stubborn I am?  Start plucking teeth or snipping my toes and I’ll stay mum out of spite.  I have frightening single-mindedness when it comes to being vindictive.  One of my virtues.”
 
   “I can believe that.  Which is why I’ve elected to use a more dependable solution.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Self-interest,” Noose explained.  “The most trustworthy emotion I know.  Ah, here he is now.”
 
   “Here who is?”
 
   “I’ve been indulging your maddening need for discourse as a means of stalling until I could spring my plot.  Thank goodness this chore is over with.”
 
   Cyriana furrowed her brow and turned, sighting Eloran ambling through tombstones wearing a satisfied smirk.  His cane tapped atop smoothed stone littering the grass.  Shorn nails gouged flesh as she balled her fists and lunged for his throat.  “Fucking snake!  You gave him the codex?”
 
   An armed thug interposed himself between her and the turncoat she needed to beat senseless.  Cyriana eyed the sword leveled at her chest and withdrew a step, mentally marking its wielder for death first.  Woe to the misguided fool who impeded her burning desire for revenge.
 
   Noose clapped dusky hands together and grinned.  “Now that we’re all here, we can finally move our dialogue along to a resolution.  My patience for this task is otherwise strained.”
 
   She clamped teeth onto her numbing lip and tried to quieten budding fury.  Cyriana lifted venomous eyes toward Eloran, hoping his smug visage did not cause her to lose control.  A yearning to satisfy vengeance against her former friend simmered within, yet she suppressed the sensation for now.  Even if it was her final defiant act in this life, she vowed to impose retribution before the end.  “During the heist,” she finally said.  “That’s when you betrayed me.  When you alone remained at the inn, unwatched for hours while we risked our lives.”
 
   “How perceptive of you,” replied Noose.  “Your friend was most accommodating to our requests.  We shared a lovely bottle of wine in the bedchamber you used as a common room.  Eloran was a gracious host.  One might even have anticipated such an astute mind to predict this fell meeting.”
 
   Cyriana ignored his words and continued to face the man she once chose to trust.  “Why Eloran?  After all we’ve been through together...why?”
 
   “You promised me something you couldn’t deliver.  Had I continued to side with you, I would earn nothing for my part in your scheme.  At least this way I guarantee for myself what you swore to give me.”
 
   “So that’s what it all comes down to, you bastard?  You don’t trust that I have the talents for this?  Without your helping hand this Shiylan prick never would’ve weaseled his way to the codex’s location.”
 
   Noose touched a palm to his heart.  “Ouch.”
 
   “He’d have learned it one way or another,” Eloran claimed.  “You waste your breath insulting me and Thorkell for our arrogance, but you’re far and away the most conceited person I’ve ever known.  Without me doing this, you would’ve been made to suffer, and you’d have broken.  You might not have earned a copper for this job, but at least you’re alive because of what I did.”
 
   “Yet in one moment she’s outlived her entire usefulness to me,” Noose sneered.  “Must play on your otherwise calm state of mind, yes?  Wondering what fate awaits now that the codex is already safely in our possession and no negotiation tactics are left to you.”
 
   “I have a good idea what my outcome will be,” Cyriana said.  “Thanks to this traitor in our midst.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with concern for one’s own welfare.  Self-preservation is no sin, my dear.”
 
   “It is when the desire means consciously betraying the only friends you have left.”
 
   “Friends,” Eloran snorted.  “You all despise me and waste no opportunity to make that fact abundantly clear.  You do little more than suffer my presence because I’m talented.”
 
   “We put our own damned necks on the line to free you.  Can you even comprehend what the Draugans or Talivin would’ve done to us for impersonating legionaries?  There were only four of us.  Talivin’s house guards could’ve slaughtered us if he got suspicious, but we accepted that risk for your sake.”
 
   He waggled fingers and scrunched his face into a glare.  “You did it for what my hands are able to perform.  Don’t pretend altruism played a role.”
 
   “That wasn’t our only motivation, you egotistical simpleton.  You think we couldn’t find another forger in the whole country?  Thorkell knows three.  We sprung you from the estate because we know you.  Because, despite how insufferable you can be, we once trusted you.  We wanted someone dependable at our side.  Thanks for tossing that generosity back in our faces.”
 
   “This is a truly fascinating altercation,” Noose countered, “but I haven’t the time for bickering.”
 
   “Fine by me,” agreed Eloran.  “Let Cyriana walk away to brood in her ire.  We can conclude our business without her.”
 
   “I won’t be walking anywhere,” she snapped.  “Since you’ve already given him the artifact, do you actually think he plans to let me leave this place unharmed?”
 
   “Ah, so our thief can read the writing on the wall,” Noose murmured.  “More than can be said for the conspirator who thought himself so intelligent.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Eloran stuttered.  “We discussed this.”
 
   “You’ve signed my death sentence,” answered Cyriana.  “Gods man, did you not grasp the blatant meaning behind his name?  Nooses do one thing.”
 
   A pained mien flitted across Eloran’s features and he stared at Cyriana until words stumbled forth.  “You must believe me, I never intended for this to happen.”
 
   “I don’t have to believe anything you claim.  Intentions mean nothing weighed against the consequences.  You should’ve seen this coming, but you’re too damned ignorant.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone to be killed!”  Eloran faced Noose and raised open palms in a supplicating gesture.  “Please, don’t do this.  There’s no need to take her life.”
 
   “No reason to feel morose over your choices, Eloran.  Our thieving friend will have company when she meets her end.”  Noose beckoned with one finger.
 
   “Company—?”
 
   Eloran was strangled into silence as two brutes shoved him to the ground and trussed arms and legs with woven rope.  Futile resistance ended when a backhand caught Eloran’s jaw.  He blinked watery eyes and gazed upward at Noose in confusion, a dribble of pale red staining his chin.  “What is this?”
 
   “Disposing of our tools after an exemplary job.  You did as I asked and circumvented Cyriana’s little scheme.  And from one professional to another, I’m pleased with your work.  Regrettably, it’s time for me to renege on our bargain.”
 
   “We had an agreement!”
 
   “I also had an agreement with Cyriana, as you might recall.  You should have figured I’m not often burdened with feelings of regret.  Alliances are such fickle things.  And you’re hardly the one to be throwing stones, aren’t you?”
 
   “You don’t have to kill us.”
 
   “Perhaps not.  You do seem rather insignificant in the grand scheme of things.  But I will nonetheless.  I despise loose ends.  I’ll debate the implications and necessity on another day, when I have some spare time.”  Noose thrust a finger at Cyriana and his hirelings converged wearing dispassionate countenances.
 
   Shrieking wind brushed Cyriana’s ears and a quavering shaft impaled one man’s sternum, ejecting dark spatter onto worn marble at his feet.  He stumbled an uncertain stride forward and collapsed twitching lanky limbs.
 
   Noose scrambled beyond statues littering the knoll.  “She has support!”
 
   Cyriana dived for cover behind a tombstone and snatched knives from her belt.  She hunkered against windswept letters etched into stone, tightening moist hands around worn leather.  Sweat beaded from her hairline and dripped down a sweltering brow to sting squinted eyes.  Curses echoed amid the reverberating twangs of loosed quarrels.  One Shiylan bodyguard dashed into view, dipped under a streaking projectile and skidded alongside slanted statuary.  Cyriana squeezed supple grips in shaky hands and charged.
 
   She leaped at the man and smashed a shoulder into his ribcage, knocking their entangled bodies onto unkempt grass patches.  A boot lifted skyward to smack against Cyriana’s hipbone and the brute swung his blade, glancing off her hardened leather jacket.  Fiery anguish blossomed through her stomach and Cyriana voiced a howl, sinking both daggers into the man writhing beneath.  His flailing body stiffened as she pushed deeper, blinking away tears at her own pain until the man ceased convulsing.
 
   Cyriana exhaled a hoarse breath and rolled off the corpse, releasing her imbedded daggers to remain where they rested.  Screams and clashing blades sounded as she struggled to climb onto her elbows.  One thug staggered over unkempt grass with blood weeping from his chest and tripped atop fractured sculptures.  Shouted commands were strangled into silence when another ruffian collapsed, a shuddering quarrel bulging beneath his collarbone.  Baskaran glided into view as though a vengeful wraith and skewered the wounded man where he lay.  The duelist shifted his stance, pivoting for a lunge toward one foe wielding a longsword.  Iron flashed in twilight’s waning glow and uttered keening screeches.  Cyriana lost sight of the combatants as Baskaran forced his adversary to withdraw.  She soon glimpsed another familiar figure, cowering while his deceptive plan failed all around him.
 
   Noose flinched when one bolt gouged a divot into the weathered tombstone shielding him and splintered apart.  His eyes found Cyriana through standing graves and regarded her with a profound hatred beyond all reason.  He braced one hand against moss encrusted stone and scrambled upright, sprinting across uneven terrain in retreat.  Noose unleashed a bloodcurdling shriek as a projectile tore into one knee, whipping his leg out from beneath him and pitching the man into a graceless fall.
 
   Eerie calm descended on the necropolis and Cyriana listened for movement.  Quiet reigned for several long heartbeats until crunching footfalls were interrupted by Maylene’s voice.
 
   “Bunch of shitheads.”
 
   Using a half fallen gravestone for support, Cyriana raised her head and found the other woman marching between rows of burials.  Loading her hand crossbow, Maylene locked a whipcord bowstring into place, stepped over one crawling figure and loosed a quarrel into his skull midstride.  A shivering spasm succumbed to stillness and Maylene continued onward as though unaware.
 
   Cyriana staggered onto bruised knees, plucking her gory daggers free and sheathing one.  She surveyed the carnage before ambling toward Noose and crouching at his side.  One swarthy hand clutched a squat quarrel protruding from his shattered kneecap.  It looked painful, so she jabbed a forefinger into the wound and smiled at his harsh wail.
 
   “Hello again,” she purred.  “Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   Jarring breaths escaped his lips between clenched teeth and he offered no retort.
 
   Cyriana grasped Noose’s jaw in one hand.  “Where can I find Rope?  I want to feed my impulsive desire to have a chitchat with the man.  And to open his throat.”
 
   “You never will.  He’s leaving the Empire with your precious relic in hand as we speak.”
 
   “Well isn’t that grand,” she murmured, releasing his face.  “Guess your usefulness to me is minimal then.”
 
   “Seems that way.”
 
   “You saved my life once.  I was never enamored with your shadowy presence, but up until tonight I was willing to grant you some gratitude.  You should know I’m not generous with that sentiment.”  She glanced at the dagger in her hand and softly rapped its blade against the man’s thigh.  “And now you’ve tried to kill me.”
 
   “Orders.  Nothing personal, girl.”  He winced and dragged his ruined leg higher.  “I don’t question my masters.”
 
   “Orders,” Cyriana repeated.  “When you fail to crawl home to your boss, he’ll realize you botched his commands.  And he’ll know I killed you.  I hope he loses sleep at the thought, wondering if one day he’ll wake to find me poised over his bed with a blade.”
 
   “He won’t, because you’ll soon be dead.”
 
   “Guess I was right to never waste much thought on gratitude.  At least where you’re concerned.  I’ll save it for the worthy ones.”  She plunged the dagger into his throat and sawed until arrogant brown eyes faded to nothing.  Cyriana wrenched the grisly implement free as Maylene approached and gazed at glossy fluids pooling beneath the corpse.  “Was that opening salvo yours?”
 
   “Damn right it was,” Maylene replied.  “You think Thorkell has aim like that from distance?”
 
   “I think the crippling blow to Noose might’ve come from him.”
 
   “Probably only nicked his knee because Thorkell was shooting for the chest.”  Maylene glanced at the unmoving form and rested her crossbow against one shoulder.  “We could’ve extracted nuggets of information from him first.”
 
   “That was far too satisfying to delay any longer.  We’ll have to content ourselves with not knowing some details.  Seems Rope already fled anyways.”  Cyriana brushed a black strand hanging over one eye.  “Eloran turned sniveling traitor on us.”
 
   “I figured.  Glimpsed him here crouched at Noose’s feet, when he should be elsewhere, and put two and two together.  Stings a little, though I can’t say I’m wholly surprised at this turn.”
 
   “Right you are.”
 
   “How’re you feeling?”
 
   “Duped nonetheless.  And a little stiff.”  Cyriana rolled one shoulder delicately, feeling a twinge of pain ripple through her stomach.  “I expected betrayal from the beginning.  Occupational hazard, I suppose.  I didn’t anticipate it creeping up from certain directions though.”
 
   Maylene cast a glower to Eloran and shrugged.  “Happens to the best of us.”
 
   “Never used to.”  She dabbed wetness beneath her hairline and the hand came away streaked in red.  “I can’t help but notice you didn’t do as I asked.”
 
   “I can’t help but notice you’re still alive because I don’t take directions well.”
 
   Cyriana glanced over a shoulder when she heard boots striding atop stone fragments and sighted Baskaran wending between tombstones with Thorkell in tow.  The duelist used a handkerchief to clean his sullied rapier while Thorkell cradled an empty crossbow.
 
   “I thought you weren’t keen on fighting,” Baskaran said to the man at his side.
 
   “Scuffle up close and risk the possibility of a stabbing?  Not bloody likely.  But ask me to skewer an unsuspecting foe in his backside with an arrow from twenty paces?  Oh yes, I’ll do that.”
 
   Baskaran tapped the crossbow in Thorkell’s hands.  “That holds quarrels.”
 
   “There’s a difference?”  The false-facer sauntered closer and frowned at Eloran.  “I see you found our wayward forger.  What hole did he scamper off into?”
 
   “Our benefactor’s coin purse,” Cyriana answered.
 
   “Imagine that.  I’d claim to be flabbergasted at this about-face, but that’d be a lie.  Eloran’s allegiances were always suspect.”
 
   “Have you decided what to do with him?” queried Baskaran.
 
   Cyriana brushed her hands together as though dusting off dirt.  “Nothing different from what I’m doing right now.”
 
   “You can’t mean to leave me here,” Eloran responded.
 
   “Why not?  You chose this path you’re on.  You chose to betray us and put our lives at risk.  Noose would’ve killed me if it hadn’t been for the others watching over me.  They came when I needed them most.  You just spat in my face.”
 
   He squirmed against rope binding his limbs, achieving little more than flopping from one grass patch to another.  “I’ll die if you abandon me!”
 
   “A likely outcome, I admit.  But hey, I almost died because of you.  I’m hardly feeling magnanimous at the moment.”
 
   “We’ve had our differences, but you can’t do this.”  The forger wriggled closer as though a battered worm.  “You could never bring yourself to kill an old ally.”
 
   “Don’t presume to tell me what I’m capable of doing.  And so we’re clear, I’m willing to kill anyone who threatens me and mine.  You’ve recently scribbled yourself on the list of threats.”
 
   Thorkell yawned and scratched one earlobe.  “This bores me.  Can we shoot him and be done with it?  I’m in the mood for a meal.”
 
   Cyriana eyed the pathetic figure crumpled in a dirt patch.  “No, leave him.  He can reflect on his life choices and discover if fate is inclined to the merciful today.”
 
   “Maylene, please,” Eloran begged.  “We always conspired well together.  Never any arguments between us.”
 
   She lifted a hand to her forehead and peered in his direction.  “Wish I could help, but these damned squinty eyes of mine make it difficult to see where you are.”  Maylene paused and cast a venomous stare at the man.  “Oh, I also hate being around you.  It’s a toss up in my mind whether I’d prefer you to die here alone or be found and returned to Talivin’s tender care.”
 
   “Why so glum, Eloran?” questioned Cyriana.  “You might as well get used to killing time in a cemetery.  You’ll be residing permanently in one soon enough.”  She waved goodbye and blew him a kiss.  “Have a lovely evening.”
 
   Shrill cries serenaded her ears as Cyriana strolled from the necropolis, sounding much like a forlorn puppy.  It garnered no sympathy from her, though Maylene wore a lopsided grin.
 
   “You planning to notify the Draugans about the hogtied arsehole weeping in a cemetery?”
 
   “Haven’t decided one way or another,” Cyriana replied.  “Though I like the idea of him stewing in there alone with corpses overnight.”
 
   “Naturally.  Should I remind you I was against the whole idea of bringing Eloran onboard for this robbery?”
 
   “I’d prefer if you didn’t.”
 
   “Okay, guess I won’t.”
 
   “Kind of you.  Where’s Zalla at?  You leave her a short jaunt from here?”
 
   “Oh, shit.”  Maylene halted and pivoted to face Eloran.  “I left her with him.  Didn’t trust the bastard not to turn tail and hobble off with our relic in hand.  I thought she might be the wiser choice to guard our prize.”
 
   Cyriana limped back to the turncoat and stared down at him with fire in her eyes.  “I will ask this question only once.  Where is Zalla?”
 
   “She’s safe,” he responded.  “Though she might be more than a little miffed at how I handled the situation.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t want to risk her safety, so I drugged Zalla and stuffed her in a closet before Noose’s lackeys arrived.  The vacated room at hallway’s end in the Crane and Crock.  I’d imagine she’s still there sleeping peacefully.”
 
   Cyriana squatted and grasped a wad of clothing in one hand, tugging the tethered man closer to her snarling visage.  “If you’re lying to me, I’ll return and do far worse than leave you hitched in a graveyard.  Though even that might pale compared to what Maylene will unleash in retribution for trusting you with Zalla.”
 
   “Believe what you will, but I’d never willingly hurt that girl.  I never even intended to harm you or anyone else.”
 
   “Since your intentions haven’t counted for shit, don’t expect me to be comforted by platitudes.  I know where to find you if these truths are once again jumbled.”
 
   Cyriana shoved him into a moaning ball and withdrew to where Maylene waited.
 
   “You believe him?”
 
   “I believe he has feelings for Zalla bordering on what regular humans experience,” answered Cyriana.  “So yes, I think he was honest with me.  Eloran certainly has nothing to gain from spouting more falsehoods.  He may even hope seeing Zalla fine and chipper might change our tune enough to consider freeing him.”
 
   “Let him cling to the fantasy.  It’ll be all the more crushing when we don’t come back.”
 
   “I’m with you on that.”
 
   “You know, I’ve been waiting for Eloran to get his comeuppance for years.  Such a shame our victory was tainted by losing the codex.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far.”  Cyriana offered a conspiratorial grin.  “I emptied what remained in the vault at Vinaldor’s before our fake friends had a chance.  Few days ago actually, before the Fete.  It’s not the hundreds we were promised, granted.  But I’ve got eleven gold coins tucked away someplace safe.  A couple suns each is nothing to scoff at, I think.”
 
   “Long as we’re sharing secrets, I helped myself to some appealing things during my visit to Starwatch.”
 
   “After I said no other crimes while we were here?”
 
   “Don’t judge me,” Maylene said.  “I have weak will power and can’t help but indulge my thieving nature.  It’s who I am, and you accept me for it.”
 
   “Fair enough.  What’d you get?”
 
   “Couple scrolls.  Nothing obscenely valuable from what I can tell, but it’s a little something extra to split between us.  There’s always a rich buyer wanting this old crap.”
 
   “Share your plunder with the others?  Look at you, Maylene.  Who knew you had such a compassionate streak hiding in there?”
 
   “Since you started recruiting honest blokes and turned them into crooks.  Their niceness rubbed off on me.  Makes me feel dirty.”
 
   “Empathy,” Cyriana groaned.  “Does nothing for thieves but tangle our way of thinking.  What a meddlesome sentiment.”
 
   *
 
   Harsh thumping resounded against a closet entry, shaking dust and particulates from the frame.  Chipped paint flakes resided on the floor and Cyriana watched another green sliver break off, fluttering down to rest atop a cluttered pile.  One sturdy chair was wedged beneath a copper doorknob, its rattling legs gouging scratches into floorboards.
 
   Amid walloping fists and boots came a shrill shout.  “Open this door, you arsehole!”
 
   “You think she’s still in there?” inquired Thorkell.
 
   Cyriana pushed the man aside and marched toward the makeshift prison opposite a lone bed.  “Zalla?  Can you hear me?”
 
   The thrashing halted until only muffled breaths seeped through cracks.  “Is that you, Cyriana?”
 
   “It’s me.  I’m going to unblock the door, but only if you promise not to launch an attack on me.  I’d imagine your blood has risen and don’t want to be the target of your animosity.  One scar is quite enough from you.”
 
   “Deal.  Now get me the hell out of here.”
 
   Cyriana grasped the chair and wrenched it free, scattering paint flecks like billowing leaves.  Zalla lurched out, disheveled hair plastered to a flushed brow and clothing discolored by sweat.  Eyes streaked in jagged crimson surveyed the chamber, seeking a focus for her brimming anger.
 
   “You look much the same as the day we first met,” Cyriana quipped.
 
   “I’ll kill him,” she hissed.  “Do you have any idea what Eloran did to me?”
 
   “We’ve a fairly good understanding.”
 
   Zalla balled moist hands and clenched her jaw.  “Where is he?  I want to mash my fist into his self-righteous face.  Maybe more than once.”
 
   Thorkell grinned and rubbed his chin.  “We left him alone and hogtied in a cemetery with some corpse friends.”
 
   “And you aren’t untying him?”
 
   “No plans to at the moment,” responded Cyriana.
 
   “He’s in a foul mood?”
 
   “Far more than usual, yeah.”
 
   “Good.  Leave him there.”  Zalla strode back and forth, her steps eliciting faint squeaks from the floor.  “I was sitting in our room, waiting for you to come back, when Eloran whacked me in the face with red-tailed mushrooms.”
 
   “Bastard stole my supplies, did he?” Maylene decried.  “I should squirt swellfish down his miserable throat.”
 
   Zalla wagged a thumb toward the entryway.  “Then he started dragging me into the hall before I passed out.  My frigging head still aches from the trip.  I woke up in the closet and exhausted myself banging ever since.”
 
   Cyriana placed a palm on the pacing girl’s shoulder.  “You feel okay otherwise?  No lingering pain or discomfort?”
 
   “I feel fine.  Other than being a little dizzy and pissed.”
 
   “Can’t blame you for those sentiments,” observed Thorkell.  “I wasn’t an unwilling test subject for fungal toxins and I’m still pissed about all this.”
 
   “What happened?” Zalla demanded of Cyriana.  “I want to know what that snake did.”
 
   “Eloran arranged a clandestine tryst with Rope last night.  While we conducted the heist, he offered to sell us out and lead those Shiylan pricks to our secret locale here.  When Maylene and the others decided to safeguard my back instead, Rope’s agents met with him and pilfered our relic.  Eloran apparently left as a willing volunteer.  Wanted to deliver taunts and make sure I knew how he’d beaten me, I suspect.”
 
   Maylene eyed Zalla, her hands still poised over sheathed knives strapped to each hip.  “Your presence meant he needed to improvise.  With my damned property.”
 
   “But why?” Zalla questioned.  “I don’t understand why he’d betray us after everything.  You freed him.  He owes you his life.”
 
   Cyriana brushed aside the thought with a hand wave.  “I have no stomach for devising reasons to justify his choices.  Eloran chose this path because he’s a conceited, selfish old man at heart.  We’re the fools for not better understanding his motivations.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Zalla breathed a calming sigh and leaned against the windowsill with arms crossed over a stained shirt.  “I only wish I could’ve seen Eloran’s haughty face when you stole the codex back from him.  Must’ve been a sweet sight.”
 
   “About that,” mumbled Cyriana.  “Bad news, I’m afraid.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   An easy lie will always be accepted over a difficult truth.  Truths muddy our way of thinking and challenge perceptions; no one wants to willingly face such a revelation when ignorance tastes sweeter.
 
   Arild Arvassa, Praise and Woe
 
   114 Black Ruin, Year of the Waking Ordeal
 
    
 
   Aryll shifted worn boots on glossy marble flooring.  Normally loose leather constricted her heels, or maybe the sensation stemmed from tension pervading this chamber.  Sweat trickled from beneath red hair gathered into a lone braid and down her temples.  She wanted to wipe moisture from her brow, but willed herself to remain unmoving.  Aryll could not afford to cultivate a nervous mannerism, not while standing before the Governing Circle of Starwatch.  The six senior galens within their entire order leveled impassionate gazes at her from beyond a crescent table.
 
   “Learner Aryll,” Chaereas said.
 
   “Yes, Headmaster?”
 
   “I trust you know why we have summoned you here.”
 
   “I do, Professor.”
 
   “Would you care to make a statement regarding the presumed guilt of Learner Kimiko?”
 
   “I don’t, no.”
 
   “You do not deny the allegations on her behalf?”
 
   “I see no reason to, Professor.  I saw the truth of it firsthand, and I don’t want to knowingly lie.”
 
   “A noble declaration,” remarked Sharalla.  “Assuming we choose to trust what you say at all.  As Kimiko’s chamber mate, we cannot yet discount your own culpability.”
 
   “Indeed,” Karys added.  “Was it not you who chose unilaterally to escort those dubious outsiders into the House of Wisdom alone?”
 
   “I didn’t make that choice,” Aryll affirmed.  “I wanted to stay below and enjoy the Fete.”
 
   Chaereas stirred in his robes.  “No one among us authorized you to ferry him into the tower.”
 
   “I beg your pardon, Professor,” she said, “but you did.”
 
   “I neither glimpsed nor spoke to you or Fendrel Ornaen that night.”
 
   “You didn’t need to.  He gave me the letter you wrote him.”
 
   Chaereas leaned backward, tenting bony fingers atop his chest and scrunching his face in concentration.  “I would envy his brilliance, were it not wrapped in such a maddening scheme.”
 
   Dranna cocked her head to one side.  “Might you care to elaborate?”
 
   “I did write a letter to Fendrel last month, but the recipient was his presumably fictitious benefactor.  In thanks for the generous donations to our library.  That letter contained my signature and seal.  Any competent forger could replicate my penmanship and have me spout whatever nonsense he chose.”  Chaereas pinched the bridge of his nose and faced Aryll.  “What did the document instruct you to do?”
 
   “Show the same hospitality to our guests as before and briefly catalogue the donations.  You weren’t available to arrange any details personally.  Or so I thought.”
 
   “Do you have the letter with you?” questioned Sharalla.
 
   “No, Professor,” Aryll responded.  “Fendrel kept it.”
 
   “Then we still only have your word it even existed in the first place.  This might be nothing more than a ruse to distract us from your own collusion in the burglary.  One might say that rascal keeping the forgery is all too convenient, given you alone witnessed the parchment and can verify its existence.”
 
   Chaereas lifted a palm.  “I believe her story, and this is the last we will accuse Learner Aryll of willing participation.”
 
   “You can’t—”
 
   “The matter is resolved.”
 
   “I concur,” Vanrir responded.  Dark bruising extended over pallid skin beneath one eye, encircling white stitches where his cheek had split.  “As you may recall, the point of this council was not to confirm or disprove her guilt, but to reach a decision regarding Learner Kimiko.  A student who we know betrayed our trust beyond a credible doubt.  Apparently some among us would rather use the time to accuse an innocent victim caught in the chicanery merely because she is within reach.”
 
   “She permitted that duplicitous woman to slink away on her own and access restricted records,” Karys rebuked.  “I watched this flagrant breach take place and won’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   Aryll grimaced and wanted to hide from his venomous glower.  She had allowed Blaer to disappear from sight on two separate occasions and cheerfully believed the reasons given.  A stupid fault on her part that may have made the entire heist possible.  If nothing else, Blaer’s familiarity with shelving procedures in the library should have triggered misgivings.
 
   “And you accepted her explanation at the time, Karys,” noted Chaereas.  “Choosing to trust a person is not indicative of guilt.  I also allowed Fendrel and his assistant into our tower, never suspecting the deception involved.  We cannot blame one for the failings of many.”
 
   “Perhaps not,” Kadira conceded.  “Though what we can do is determine the precise reason a heretofore diligent and honest student turned on this academy.”
 
   “Learner Aryll, would you care to shed light on this conundrum?  Why did Kimiko give her loyalty to brigands?”
 
   “Money, Professor.  This wasn’t something she wanted to happen, but she needed gold.  She didn’t give her loyalty to anyone else, and I hope you believe me when I say that.”
 
   “Nonsense.  Clan Akiyama is among the wealthiest merchants in Murayama.”
 
   “They still are,” confirmed Aryll.  “But Kimiko’s family disowned her entirely.  She was stripped of all connection to home and left on her own.”
 
   The expression etched on Vanrir’s face was one of sympathy.  “What caused her loved ones to take such a drastic course of action?”
 
   “Starwatch policy.  Once she was named a galen, her family expected Kimiko to come home and serve a feudal lord.  Clan Akiyama wanted to use that to gain more prestige and curry favors.”
 
   Chaereas sighed and massaged his forehead.  “I explained to her parents that newly elevated galens serve where Starwatch requires.  They do not travel on a whim to further someone else’s agenda.”
 
   Aryll shrugged and immediately regretted the action as being too informal.  “I think they hoped their daughter would have the final decision.  But when she sided with you it drove a wedge between the family.  Her parents refused to cover expenses if someone else in another country would be the one who benefited.  Without her clan’s support she had no way to pay tuition beyond the upcoming semester.”
 
   “Why didn’t she come to us with this information?”
 
   “Because we both figured you wouldn’t choose to make exceptions for any students.  Kimiko wasn’t an adept in final year who could have her debt wiped away.  She still had years ahead of her.”
 
   Dranna drummed ashen fingertips atop the table.  “Her suspicions are correct.  Despite Kimiko’s exemplary academic record, we could not forgive a student’s future debt entirely.  The backlash for such favoritism would be swift.  Particularly from students who remain indebted to us.”
 
   “Her only other alternative was to leave,” Aryll said, “but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  Starwatch meant everything to Kimiko.  She loved this place as much as anyone else here.  And believed there’d be few consequences to a lone relic disappearing from the library.”
 
   “I thought you claimed not to be defending her.”
 
   “I’m not trying to justify her actions.  I only want you to understand them in light of what she was going through.”
 
   “There were other options available to her beyond criminal behavior,” affirmed Sharalla.  “She might have secured a patron willing to fund her education, for instance.”
 
   “And maybe we would’ve figured out a solution given time.  But having her inheritance taken away was still fresh in Kimiko’s mind.  I guess this chance seemed like a godsend, and she felt desperate enough to take it.”
 
   “There is another matter you might help us understand,” Chaereas said.  “Considering your unwitting conscription.  Are you familiar with Thran and Aeyir?”
 
   “Only by name.  Every student heard how they cheated and were expelled.”
 
   “And what can you tell us regarding their role in the theft?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Aryll questioned.
 
   “Were they among the brigands’ inner circle?  How involved was their role?”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “The panic incited using fake plague victims was their doing,” Chaereas clarified.
 
   “I hadn’t heard.  Truly I knew nothing about them.  I was still in the tower when all that happened.”
 
   “We shall have to accept your affirmation of ignorance.  Though there is one further thing you can do to earn some measure of redemption in our eyes.  Tell us where to find the fugitive student.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “No?” Dranna stuttered.  “Do not speak to us of innocence while you flagrantly protect a traitor from reprisals.”
 
   “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression, Professor.  The truth is I have no idea where she’s gone.  Far from this city by now, I hope.  The money she had left to cover next semester’s tuition is more than enough to get her across the Amaranthine if she wanted.”
 
   “Given your close relationship with her,” Kadira remarked, “perhaps you could humor us and offer educated guesses where Kimiko may find herself.”
 
   “So you can switch a couple guards from duty here and send them on a hunt?  No thanks.  Kimiko’s already lost everything she cares about.  I won’t help you find her.”
 
   “You continue to wish her well?” Sharalla inquired.  Scarcely veiled scorn slipped into her words.
 
   “She was my friend,” Aryll rebuked.  “Nothing you say will change that.  And I don’t want you forgetting that Kimiko forfeited her chance to stay here so she could save a life.  It was a brave sacrifice.  She gave up everything she loved for one of your guards.”
 
   Chaereas settled arms enveloped in robes atop the table.  “Aryll’s reticence notwithstanding, any location she suggests is little more than conjecture.  I won’t expend resources tracking a lonely former student who may never be found.  A dozen caravans leave Arroyo each day; she could be on one now, traveling in any direction.  And that does not even consider the possibilities to be found in the harbor.”
 
   “What if word of our uncharacteristic leniency reaches outsiders?” demanded Karys.  “Or those who were expelled for lesser transgressions?  The hostility and scorn we face would damage our reputation.”
 
   “Who will spread this gossip throughout the country?  Her complicity is known to a select few.  Does anyone here routinely make a habit of sharing sensitive details with ousted students and visitors?”
 
   Karys grumbled a negative to the Headmaster’s inquiry.  Aryll caught sight of Vanrir smirking while the others affirmed they would never share information beyond these walls.
 
   “Then the matter is resolved,” Chaereas continued.  “If the truth does slip through a crack, I suggest we claim guards are pursuing Kimiko’s trail.  Give the impression we’re devoting considerable efforts to locating her.”
 
   “Lie,” Dranna snarled.  “Fabricate a tale for the sake of protecting a student turned criminal.  Our institution has fallen far.”
 
   “Starwatch has weathered considerably worse in its history,” Kadira riposted, waving one hand.  “And none can disprove we aren’t pursuing leads to Kimiko’s whereabouts.  I’m unconcerned what the plebeians think.  They’ll continue to demand our services regardless of potential scandal.  What do we care how their limited minds struggle to comprehend situations?”
 
   “We don’t,” concurred Vanrir.  “Let them whisper in their ignorance.  The nattering of illiterate peasants is irrelevant to us.  We would be wise to disregard their opinions entirely and focus on our order to the exclusion of all else.  That is our singular priority.”
 
   Chaereas nodded his agreement.  “This session of the Governing Circle is at an end.  Learner Aryll, we see no compelling reason to levy punishment upon you for actions committed.  Though this incident is regrettable, and your choices perhaps preventable, accusations regarding your complicity are revoked.  Hindsight is not enough to warrant more than a tame reprimand.”
 
   “Thank you, Professor.”
 
   Sharalla snorted her displeasure at the verdict.  “And thus despite her decisions jeopardizing the sanctity of our collection, not to mention fellow galens’ lives, she is bestowed total clemency.”
 
   “She has suffered quite enough already,” Chaereas retorted.  “Nothing more is necessary.”
 
   “Pray tell, what difficulties has the woebegone lass endured beyond our forgiveness?”
 
   “I lost my only friend,” Aryll answered.
 
   The Headmaster directed his gaze toward her, and unexpected compassion was written on his features.  “A new chamber mate will be assigned to you in due time.  You are hereby dismissed.”
 
   Aryll offered a polite bow to the Circle and pivoted, wanting to hunch her shoulders against frustrated glares boring into her back.  She struggled not to smile in sight of the Starwatch Guards poised at the entrance.  Though far from an accomplished liar, Aryll had somehow convinced the Circle to believe her account.  Hopefully her words granted Kimiko enough time to disappear and begin a new life.
 
   Lacquered oaken doors closed behind her and Aryll walked through corridors to the stairs.  If the senior galens doubted her story, they might instruct a guard to watch from the shadows for an indication of guilt.  Sharalla or Karys may even do so without their colleagues’ approval or acquiescence.  Aryll needed to be careful in the coming days to avoid incriminating herself.  Kimiko’s belongings would be seized and either donated to a needy family in Arroyo or sent to her clan on Shodo Hai.  Likely the former now that her disinheritance was known.  Fortunately Aryll had already stashed her friend’s cherished possessions beyond reach.  A shame she might not have a chance to give those keepsakes to Kimiko before she needed to leave the city.  Not if even one galen chose to spy on her.
 
   Aryll reached ancient stone steps and descended toward her empty room, praying Kimiko was safe.
 
   *
 
   Chaereas shifted in his chair to face those seated alongside him.  “Perhaps not an enlightening dialogue in the manner we initially hoped.”
 
   “Do you believe her?” questioned Kadira.  “That she is ignorant regarding Kimiko’s whereabouts.”
 
   “Perhaps.  I’m not certain it matters however.  A young student Kimiko’s age is likely terrified and unable to think logically.  I have a feeling she sailed on the first ship that departed earlier this morning.  The destination would be irrelevant to someone of her mindset so long as it brought her away from Arroyo and our reach.  We have no more accurate measure of deducing her whereabouts than standing in the harbor and picking a direction.”
 
   “Then you were truthful to Learner Aryll,” remarked Sharalla.  “You mean not to follow.”
 
   “It would do us little good to apprehend a fleeing child whose life is already in shambles,” Chaereas responded.  “Kimiko has neither prospects nor a home.  Let us at least grant her peace of mind.”
 
   “Do we have a consensus regarding Thran and Aeyir?” queried Vanrir.
 
   Karys snorted a derisive cackle.  “Those buffoons are not clever enough to hatch and coordinate a heist this intricate.”
 
   “They’re more intelligent than one might believe,” countered Dranna.  “The issue is one of lethargy.  They were too indolent to adequately prepare even for examinations, and it is for the same reason that I don’t believe they fulfilled a grander role than fomenting terror.”
 
   Chaereas nodded in agreement.  “I suspect they were merely tools meant to be discarded once the task concluded.  Whoever orchestrated this brazen theft must have also recruited the pair after learning of their animosity toward us.  In Thran and Aeyir they would have discovered keen participants.”
 
   Sharalla tapped a dark finger against her jaw.  “What have we learned from them thus far?”
 
   “No questions have been asked yet.  They’ve spent all night alone and isolated in separate cells.  Let their fright develop and conjure unpleasant scenarios.  I’m told they’ll be more willing to share details once fear has taken hold.”
 
   “Do you anticipate them to be cooperative after mistreatment?”
 
   “I’ll have Captain Graycloak conduct the interrogation himself,” Chaereas declared.  “Almar has a persuasive manner when he wishes.”
 
   “Their respective families are influential,” noted Kadira.  “What do we claim if word reaches their parents’ ears that we’re holding them here?”
 
   “They were injured during the unfortunate stampede.  As former students, we thought it best to tend to their wounds ourselves.  We’ll assure concerned parties that Thran and Aeyir will be released once their bones have mended and we feel travel is permissible.”
 
   “Plausible enough reasoning.  Rumors swirl that some guards were a tad overzealous in apprehending the twosome.  Perhaps they’ll have no need to fake injuries.”
 
   Vanrir grinned, stretching a purple bruise marring his flesh.  “If nothing else, the seizure was a just response to their crime.  We’re fortunate no one was killed during the frenzied pandemonium through our gates.  I would not hold grudges against any guards who went beyond acceptable limits of violence.”
 
   “Have we ascertained the damage wrought by fire in our library?” questioned Dranna.
 
   “Disheartening, to say the least,” Chaereas responded.
 
   Karys smashed a balled fist against the table.  “It’s a damned disgrace, is what it is!  No less than three hundred irreplaceable scrolls and tomes lost.”
 
   “Would you care to lay this tragedy at Learner Aryll’s feet along with the others?” asked Vanrir.  “You’ll need to find a productive outlet for that bristling anger.  I’m also told many of those lost artifacts have been copied in past years.  Replicas which survived unsinged.”
 
   “The destruction of these originals is an unmitigated tragedy.”
 
   “A little less melodrama, please.  Value stems from the information contained within, not the paper upon which it is written.  We haven’t lost much knowledge, and that is the only concern to my mind.”
 
   Sharalla leaned forward on her elbows until a disapproving scowl obstructed the feuding galens from glimpsing one another.  “Cease this asinine bickering.  There is only one query I desire to have answered.  Could the larceny we suffered have been prevented?  Did Captain Graycloak uncover no evidence forewarning us of this theft?”
 
   Chaereas breathed a sufficiently morose and repentant sigh.  “I’m afraid not.  He anticipated the usual pickpockets and petty delinquents.  Not cunning criminals.  The Captain has graciously accepted full responsibility for failing to prevent this.”
 
   “He should not shoulder all the blame,” asserted Kadira.  “I suspect damage from the fire could have been worse if not for the additional guards he convinced us to permit.  They may not have apprehended the culprits, but several were instrumental in foiling a potential catastrophe.”
 
   “Likely a result of practice gained from snuffing the scullery fire several days previous,” Dranna declared.  “Are we certain these conflagrations were isolated incidents?  One is forgiven for succumbing to suspicion following separate blazes mere days apart.”
 
   “And you’d be correct to voice misgivings,” Chaereas conceded.  “A guard discovered footprints in soot blanketing that chamber, emerging from the disposal chute.  We believe someone navigated the sewers beneath and climbed into the scullery.”
 
   “By that logic one must also assume the inferno was no regrettable accident.  It forced us to leave the room abandoned.”
 
   “Indeed it did.  And by doing so, we offered an unguarded entrance.”
 
   Vanrir raised a hand to his forehead, massaging the furrowed skin.  “What manner of criminals were these?  I’d not have attributed such brilliance to felons.  Do we think several are former students educated here?  It certainly explains the cunning and organization.  I fail to believe common delinquents could outwit our finest minds.”
 
   “That is what troubles me,” admitted Chaereas.  “At this point we simply do not know.  Unless Thran and Aeyir are obliged to share useful revelations, we might never learn the truth.  Their motivations and training may forever remain a mystery.”
 
   Dranna clasped both hands together atop a wooden surface and cleared her throat.  “I anticipate this will not be a popular decision, but should we at least consider canceling the festival?  We invite thievery by welcoming the downtrodden onto our grounds.”
 
   “We cannot,” responded Kadira.  “For many citizens, the annual event is crucial to earning their goodwill.  I daresay suffering crime is a worthwhile cost in order for us to curry favor.”  She shifted her eyes toward Chaereas.  “We can afford to lose the occasional artifact, but we cannot suffer a fatal blow to our reputation.”
 
   “I happen to agree.  We must not allow one incident to dictate our policies.  The Eclipsing Radiance Fete will be celebrated next year in all its grandeur.  We’ll use the interim to devise more imposing safeguards against another brazen burglary.”  Chaereas planted weary palms on the crescent table and stood, feeling far older than his fifty-three years.  A weight had descended upon his shoulders, one he found himself unable to shrug off.  “If there are no further issues, I’d like to call an end to our session.  I’m afraid I did not sleep well last night and wish to retire for a rest.”
 
   “Certainly,” Sharalla said.  “We can reconvene tomorrow.  Perhaps Captain Graycloak will have brought us pertinent information by then.”
 
   “I’ll be certain to keep you all apprised of the situation as we learn more.”  Chaereas bid farewell to his colleagues and departed the chamber.
 
   Though no bard shared the tale and no scribe penned fell deeds, Starwatch possessed a history darker than many cared to admit.  Long before Ironcleft was erected, thieves and murderers were imprisoned beneath Starwatch.  Many beheld their final days in the darkened bowels of an academy for higher learning.  Officially the chambers once housing ancient convicts were inaccessible today, surrounded by thick stone.  Chaereas discovered these forgotten and abandoned places several years earlier however, deciding they might serve as the ideal location for conducting his prohibited studies.
 
   He soon reached a forgotten doorway hidden beyond one passage carved through stone.  Coated with dirt and looking to be in disrepair, the door seemed neglected and therefore unused.  All a cautious construct to deflect prying eyes from suspecting the chamber beyond held anything of worth, should someone accidentally stumble upon its location.
 
   Almar leaned against one stone wall opposite a bracketed torch, his gaze idly tracking a cockroach scampering over rubble.  “This is my fault.”
 
   “There is little sense in thrusting blame on yourself,” Chaereas affirmed.  “I didn’t want to believe the ravings of our orphan cutpurse either.”
 
   “When I first acquired him from Ironcleft, Ducaen Tuduras revealed that Desin was caught holding exemption papers.  A brief investigation proved them to be masterful forgeries.”
 
   Chaereas narrowed his eyes.  “Forgeries, you say.”
 
   “This was prior to his confession of working with professional criminals.  I had no reason to suspect a grander scheme was at play.  Following our incarceration of him, this information slipped my mind.  I had more crucial details to worry about than what a street felon carried in his pocket.”
 
   “Yet if I understand the significance of all this, you now believe one of his accomplices was a forger.”
 
   “Responsible for Kalyna’s fictitious recommendations and the letter to Fendrel Ornaen written in your hand, yes.  The connection to Desin did not dawn on me until only after the robbery.  If I’d recalled this information sooner, I might not have been caught unprepared.  I would certainly have apprehended Fendrel when given the chance.”
 
   “Though regrettable, the mistake is done.  Dwelling on what might have been with the benefit of hindsight achieves nothing.”
 
   “Regardless, I wanted you to know the fault lies only with me.”
 
   “Question Thran and Aeyir,” Chaereas instructed.  “Discover what they know and report directly to me before anyone else.  We can decide afterward if the truth needs massaging before sharing with others.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   “One further addendum, Captain.”  Chaereas waited for the other man to glance back.  “Endeavor to perform your duties more adequately in the future.”
 
   Almar nodded his understanding and strode from sight into the darkened corridor.  Once alone, Chaereas removed a key from one pocket stitched into his robe and unlocked the door.  Before stepping inside he bent to scoop dirt from the floor and scattered particles over the lock, veiling hints of his presence.
 
   Torchlight glowed outward from Chaereas as he approached rusted bars, illuminating a solitary figure curled on the soiled floor.  Desin blinked eyes that had known only blackness in recent days and scrambled backward into a corner.
 
   “We failed to detain your accomplices last night,” Chaereas said.  “It seemed their tactics varied considerably from what you informed us.  One might even surmise you deliberately lied and misled me.”
 
   Desin shook his head, though the motion may have merely been a nervous tick developed during his residency.  “I didn’t!  What I said was true.”
 
   “Here’s what I believe.  You never meant to be caught by us.  The pickpocketing attempt that led you here was due to a fundamental moral failing on your part.  After languishing in my care, you made the decision to reveal your friends’ theft, yet bent the truth enough to guarantee they avoided capture.  Your story was plausible and enticed my interest without betraying those you hold dear.  I can only assume you hoped to negotiate your release in the confusion, after convincing me the information was more valuable than you.”
 
   “No!  I told you everything I knew.”
 
   “And yet you conspicuously refrained from informing me of certain crucial elements we might otherwise have prepared for.  You mentioned nothing of Fendrel Ornaen and his role.”
 
   “Who?  I don’t know any Fendrel.  I swear—”
 
   “Nor did you bother to reveal the existence of a mysterious and miraculous substance capable of melting through stone.  One might have anticipated eager compliance on your part regarding that.”
 
   Tears pooled within Desin’s swollen eyes.  “Please, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I’ll admit I allowed myself to have high hopes for you, against my better judgment.  But you have proven yourself to be an unreliable informant.  I no longer believe your words.”
 
   “I told you the truth!” Desin shrieked.  Bruised, naked legs sprang him closer on hands and knees until his face brushed iron.  A pleading visage gazed at Chaereas from the floor, since he did not possess the strength to climb upright.  “I told you…”
 
   “I doubt you did.”  Chaereas wrapped bony fingers around one tarnished bar and glared at the panicked boy.  “Thanks to your deception, I now only have one subject for experimentation.  One to unlock all the myriad mysteries of life.  I plan to learn much from you.”
 
   *
 
   23 Nashrenir
 
    
 
   Cyriana lifted a goblet, eyeing those who shared the chamber with her.  Friends, one and all.  “I’m not usually one to give credit where credit’s due, but I wouldn’t be standing here today without this crew.”
 
   “She’s reciting poetry for us.”
 
   “Shut up, Thorkell.  It was an unintentional slip.  Won’t happen again.”  She cast a friendly sideward glower at him.  “Cheers to disobeying orders and rescuing my sorry arse anyways.  I’ve never been so pleased to have no one take me seriously.  It’s a pleasant feeling.”
 
   “We did consider cutting our losses and ditching the city without you,” Maylene claimed.  “But you were our only chance of being paid.”
 
   “That warms my heart.  And yet you’re all still here with me, even though what I paid was a pittance compared to what was promised.  That’s love, I think.”
 
   “Enough of this mushy garbage,” moaned Thorkell.  “Can we move to bidding a fond farewell and hurry along?  Some of us have places to be.”
 
   Cyriana smirked and raised her cup in his direction.  “Then enjoy my parting gift.  I release you from service.  You’ve fulfilled your end of the bargain, however grudgingly, and I’ll admit it was halfway satisfactory.  The threat of blackmail no longer hangs over your inexplicably small head.”
 
   “I’ll breathe easier from this day forevermore.”
 
   “And look.”  Cyriana fished a folded envelope from her pocket and dangled it over a flickering candle.  Hungry flames leapt onto parchment and clawed higher until scorched slivers fluttered to the table surface.  “The note spoiling your con is no more.”
 
   He shifted his gaze to encompass darkened ash encircling the candle.  “You actually wrote a letter to coerce good behavior from me.”
 
   “Of course I did.  You shouldn’t be surprised to learn I don’t make idle threats.  But for what it’s worth, I might have felt the tiniest twinge of emotion approaching remorse if you’d made me send it.  I may have even sniffled.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   Baskaran finished his drink and set the goblet down.  “I believe the time has come for me to depart.  Despite the pleasant amenities offered at this, our third and final inn.  Though don’t think my haste is indicative of an eagerness to be rid of you all.”
 
   “Never crossed my mind.”  Cyriana took his hand in hers and shook.  “Thanks for joining us on this venture.  Sorry we almost got you killed on several occasions.”
 
   “Think nothing of it.  Avoiding death is my chosen vocation, you’ll recall.  My daily chances for dying were much the same before we met.”
 
   “Just so long as I didn’t ask you to step outside your comfort zone.”
 
   “Planning to jump back into the dueling rings?” inquired Thorkell.
 
   Baskaran finished tightening a belt looped around his waist and frowned.  “Fighting on behalf of spoiled nobles has lost its appeal.  I’m toying with the idea of perhaps working for myself.  I don’t know what form it may take in practice, but I hope to find the answer back home.”
 
   “You aren’t concerned how high tensions are among Eurus and Shodo Hai?  Gossiping Asdori believe the states will be at war soon enough.”
 
   “Tensions are always high between the two nations,” Baskaran replied, waving a dismissive hand.  “Folks have claimed for years the islands will go to war with one another.  I’ve grown numb listening to the rumors.  It’ll never happen.”
 
   Thorkell raised his groomed eyebrows and smirked.  “Care to lay down odds?  I see nothing inherently wrong with earning money off strangers’ suffering.”
 
   “You’re keen to profit from my countrymen’s misery?”
 
   “Touchy subject?”
 
   “I don’t imagine I’ll miss you,” Baskaran declared, though a hint of humor shone in his eyes.  He flung a haversack over one shoulder and nodded to Cyriana.  “This experience has been…ambivalent.”
 
   “Don’t hold back on your praise,” she said.
 
   “Risks to myself notwithstanding, I enjoyed our time together.  I don’t know if I’d ever wish to do it again, but eventually I’ll look back fondly on this adventure.  Give me a few years.”
 
   “We might all need the time,” Zalla affirmed.
 
   Baskaran tucked one thumb into his belt, offered a final smile and left the chamber.  Thorkell purred his contentment while he sipped wine and faced Zalla.  “What about you, my dear?  Where might you find yourself in a month’s time?”
 
   She pursed her lips and lifted both shoulders in a halfhearted shrug.  “I don’t know.  I didn’t even know what I was doing in Soroth.  Just living day to day, I guess.  I’m not sure I want to do that anymore.  Some days I didn’t eat much, and I never knew when I’d earn money.  Too often I didn’t.”  Zalla looked hopefully toward Thorkell.  “Maybe I can come with you.”
 
   “Are you certain that you wish to?”
 
   “I think I am.  Where are you traveling?”
 
   Cyriana glanced sideward at the con man.  “Returning to Ercora if I know him.”
 
   He nodded and withdrew gloves stuffed into his belt.  “On a ship leaving tomorrow morning, if it can be arranged.  Einar Milard has been gone too long I fear.”
 
   “I have no doubt you’ll smooth things over with a few well chosen words and embellished smirks.”
 
   “As do I.  But a false-facer must always worry and second guess choices.”
 
   “Before you leave I wanted to tell you I’m sorry, Thorkell.”
 
   “Excuse me, I didn’t catch that.”  He cupped one hand over an ear.  “What were those words?”
 
   “You heard me fine and I’m not repeating myself,” Cyriana answered wearing a scowl.  “But I’m the reason you’re here rather than hobnobbing with the elite and ingesting mulled wine.  For what it’s worth, I’m glad you weren’t hurt because of me, fulfilling a role in this insane scheme I dared to craft.”
 
   “A mature admission.  Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”  Thorkell grinned and placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Thank you for saying it anyways.  You’ll be pleased to hear I don’t bear you any ill will for yanking me away from my con.  If nothing else, this venture has proven amusing and presented a challenge I’ll remember fondly.  Might I inquire where you plan to travel?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Destiran’s pets might be dead, but he’ll find new scoundrels to hunt me down.  The bounty on my head isn’t going anywhere.  I suppose I should play it safe and leave Asdor entirely.  Who knows, maybe I’ll even wend my way home.  Haven’t set foot in Prydin’s Domain for too many years.”
 
   “Give my regards to Aelina if you happen upon her.”
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   Thorkell grasped her hand and presented the rarest gift in his arsenal: a genuine smile.  It was oddly disarming, though she would never admit such a thing to the man.  “Until we meet again, Cyriana Faesen.”
 
   “Travel safe, old friend.  Charm a fortune from those rich fops.”
 
   “I always do.”
 
   “So can I come with you?” Zalla asked.  “At least until I figure out what I want to do.”
 
   “Of course you may,” replied Thorkell.  “You’ll be pleased to hear that I travel in comfort, unlike that prude Cyriana.”
 
   “Wise arse,” Cyriana murmured.  “After all the food I bought for you.”
 
   Zalla turned and flung slender arms around Cyriana, holding her in a fierce embrace.  “I wouldn’t be alive without you.  I know I’ve said that before, but I wanted to thank you one final time.”
 
   Cyriana returned the hug and struggled to remember the last instance when someone had shown her affection.  Pain burned through her wounded torso, though she fought against the urge to grimace and ruin Zalla’s touching gesture.  “And I would’ve bled out on a lonely street were it not for you.  Remember, you’re far stronger and more capable than you know.”
 
   “I’ll never forget you, Cyriana.”
 
   “I don’t think you could even if you wanted to.”
 
   She released her squeeze and smiled.  “Goodbye.”
 
   Cyriana folded arms atop her chest and watched the false-facer stroll from sight through the entry with his affable companion.  Sweat blossomed on her forehead from the ordeal, easily wiped away with one palm.  Maylene ambled alongside her, eyed the empty hallway and grinned.
 
   “Despite all the odds stacked against us, we’re inexplicably still alive.  An unexpected, though appealing, outcome.”
 
   “Told you we’d survive this job,” Cyriana remarked.  “Why you have little faith in my word confounds me.”
 
   “It was a close one that I don’t care to ever repeat.”  Maylene mussed sweaty black hair with a hand and scowled at one entangled strand.  “Where to now?”
 
   “One last chore before we can leave Arroyo.”
 
   “I wondered if you’d remember.  Though I’m not certain she’ll be keen to see us after the way we parted.  Or if she’s even still in the city.”
 
   “Nonsense.”  Cyriana snuffed the candle between thumb and forefinger.  “Who doesn’t love money?”
 
   “You might cultivate this dangerous mystique, but you’d be in real danger if folks ever learned about the sentimentality you try to hide deep down.”
 
   Cyriana brushed her off with a snort.  “I’m not sentimental.  But a promise is a promise.”
 
   *
 
   Kimiko perched on a rock outcropping, staring down at the dirt pathway and kicking one small stone between her boots.  Cyriana felt a twinge of sympathy stir within her chest at the sight of this saddened young girl.  Thran and Aeyir were cocksure, bumbling twits spoonfed in the lap of luxury since birth and unwilling to change.  They deserved whatever beatings and imprisonment came following apprehension.  Their kind dominated the world, keeping others oppressed for their own benefit.  The same could not be said for  Kimiko.  All evidence indicated she believed in helping people less fortunate, in bettering the lives of those around her, even if it meant struggling to achieve her wishes.  Though willing to use Kimiko for their own ends, Cyriana and Maylene had not meant to ruin her life.  An unfortunate outcome they should have done more to prevent.
 
   Gravel crunched underfoot as Maylene approached.  “We weren’t sure you’d still be in Arroyo.”
 
   “I couldn’t leave yet,” Kimiko answered.
 
   “Don’t wait long,” advised Cyriana.  “Take it from me, spurned folks go from victims to aggressors in short order.”
 
   “I don’t intend to.”  She glanced toward churning waters spread beyond the hilltop, washing against a deserted shoreline below.  “I’m crossing Halfmoon Bay this evening on a ship.”
 
   “Have a destination in mind?” Maylene inquired.
 
   “Not that I’ll tell you.”
 
   “You’re learning.  Don’t share with anyone where you plan to settle.  Strangers and friends alike will betray you in a heartbeat for a couple coins.  Only way to remain safe is to keep others ignorant.  Damn shame you needed to learn the lesson at this age.”
 
   “I didn’t have to,” Kimiko uttered.
 
   “That choice was yours, girlie.  I could’ve ended your troubles with a single swipe and kept you enrolled.”
 
   She lifted blue eyes awash in pain from the ground.  Youthful eyes that should have been brimming with joy and promise, yet instead seemed far older than her age.  These eyes belonged to a cynic finished with life, and the realization hurt Cyriana to glimpse.
 
   “The second time we met,” Kimiko said, “you claimed you hadn’t taken a life while on the job.  Was that a lie to keep me placid?”
 
   “No,” responded Maylene.  “I’ve never killed while thieving, and my streak continues thanks to your decision.”
 
   “But you were honestly willing to murder that man.”
 
   “Eventually we all change and do things we’d sworn against.  That would’ve been your moment if you’d wanted to remain at the academy.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be worth it.  Not someone’s life.  I’d never forget the price another person paid for me to stay.”
 
   “You really are a kind person,” Maylene said.  “I hope that kindness doesn’t get you killed one day.”
 
   “Wouldn’t matter if it did.”
 
   “A shame the way things turned out,” added Cyriana.
 
   Kimiko stood and shrugged, keeping all emotion from showing on her face.  “My decision, my burden.”
 
   “A more mature response than we’re likely to earn from most adults we have the misfortune of working with.”  Cyriana withdrew a modest coin purse from her belt.  “It isn’t what we promised you, since we’ve had problems collecting what we were owed, too.  But it’s enough to help you start another life somewhere.  Make a new set of choices you can be happy with.”
 
   “My friend told me something similar.”
 
   “Then you should listen to her.”
 
   “I should’ve done that much earlier.”  Kimiko slipped the pouch into a pocket and turned to leave without another word.
 
   “Think she’ll make it on her own?” Cyriana inquired.
 
   “Girl’s been hardened by her experience, and is far more intelligent than the folks she’s likely to meet.”  Maylene eyed Kimiko as she disappeared amid trees.  “I’d say that bodes well for her chances.”
 
   Cyriana watched two parakeets flit overhead and alight on a branch.  “Back to Asdor City?”
 
   “For now.  Though truthfully the city bores me these days.  I might head farther inland to the old border regions and stir up some trouble.  Asdori are morbidly dull.”
 
   “Except when they’re trying to duel you.”
 
   “I’d stab the duelist while his back is turned.  I see no reason to indulge in their honor.”
 
   “You leaving Asdor wouldn’t have something to do with the Draugans I said might be hunting me, would it?”
 
   “Maybe a little.  I did honestly consider departing the country not long ago.  The vengeful agents debacle is an extra shove to the backside.”
 
   “It’s been a pleasure working with you once again.”
 
   “Pleasure might be a strong term,” Maylene cautioned.  “You didn’t revel in the joys of Arroyo’s sewage tunnels.  But dull moments are infrequent when you’re involved.  And that counts for something, or so I’ve heard.”  She turned away from the trail and glanced at Cyriana.  “How’s the ol’ stomach treating you?”
 
   “Hurts still.  Not much less than before, though breathing isn’t painful at least.  Plus it stopped bleeding.”
 
   “You’ll be okay on your lonesome?”
 
   “I’ll manage.”  She batted aside black bangs, wondering how long it might be until the sea snail crap finally faded.  “This is where we travel our separate paths, I suppose.”
 
   “You have a way of reappearing when folks think they’re rid of you.  Some find it maddening, but I think it’s halfway endearing.  I don’t doubt you’ll show your face again when I least suspect.”
 
   “Then I’ll eagerly anticipate that day.  Whenever it might be.”  Cyriana shifted her boots atop loose pebbles.  “Fare you well, Maylene.  Stay safe.”
 
   “You too.  Try not to piss off crime lords for a while.”
 
   “No promises.”
 
   Maylene tapped one finger against her forehead in a friendly salute and departed, passing from sight along the pathway.  Bending to the ground, Cyriana snagged a stone with one hand and closed her palm on its smooth surface.  She flung it toward the calm bay, watching a lone rock soar over grass, detritus and sand before splashing into blue waves.  Ripples stirred where it had entered the water, yet placid surfs bore no other memories of its passage.  Alone and forgotten, the stone drifted to an uncertain future.
 
   Cyriana turned her back on the sea, returning to a life little different.  Gray clouds formed behind her, veiling the sun and stretching shadows over empty pathways.
 
   * * *
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Mottled chains rattled atop bare wrists and ankles as Cyriana’s boots scuffed stone.  A coarse fabric hood rustled against her face and in the blackness she stumbled over a protrusion.  Palms caught limp arms and lugged her farther, halting to close a groaning entry.
 
   One gauntleted hand yanked cloth from her head and Cyriana squinted hazy eyes beneath glaring torchlight.  Dull orange reflected off Draugan soldiers sheathed in iron armor.  Mildew caked an arched corridor tunnelling through bedrock and braced with wooden struts.  A shove on her back ushered Cyriana into a lurching gait over floor dampened by moisture.  One legionary grasped an arm to either side, dragging her along at an ungainly trot.  Swaying cheek guards creaked from a helm worn by the woman on her left.  Cyriana noted pink smears tracing over a pale nose upward through one eyebrow.
 
   “Nice scar you have, ma’am.  I reckon there’s a tale waiting to be told regarding that wound.  Care to enlighten me?”
 
   A hoarse mumble greeted her inquiry.
 
   “Taciturn, are you?” questioned Cyriana.  “Aren’t army grunts supposed to be the Empire’s representatives for the common citizen?  Might be wise learning how to converse with another person.  Beyond grumbles and scowls, I mean.”  She cocked her head sideward at the male.  “Help me out, friend.  You’re evidently the loquacious one in this gloomy pairing.  Must be a chore getting three words from her.”
 
   Predictably, the man offered nothing in response.  With yet another attempt at dialogue thwarted, Cyriana moaned.  “I would’ve expected you warmongering imperialists to be more boastful.  Or at least less boring.”
 
   Stoic legionaries ushered her to an unassuming doorway at passageway’s end.  Cranking it ajar, she stepped over the threshold.  An austere room awaited, furnished with one solitary table and two chairs.  Torches bracketed to rutted walls cast wavering illumination.  Escorts thrust Cyriana into one chair, pinching flesh on her wrists beneath the shackles and eliciting a wince.  An army officer stood opposite the table, his segmented armor polished though no less functional than a common soldier.  Draugan legions did not tolerate filigreed, ornamental armor.
 
   “Would it be too much trouble to ask for a drink?” Cyriana questioned.  “My mood is leaning toward an amber wine, though I’m not terribly fussy.”
 
   No reaction was forthcoming from the officer.  Auburn hair streaked in white circled a balding scalp above glowering green eyes etched with wrinkles.  Thin lips that seemed incapable of smiling parted to speak.  “You may leave us.”
 
   Legionaries saluted and departed from the stale chamber.  A red cloak billowed while the officer collected parchment and paced uneven flooring.  One groomed eyebrow lifted as he glanced in her direction.
 
   “Cyriana Faesen, originally from Prydin’s Domain.  Not a shining example of an upstanding citizen.”
 
   “Depends who you ask, I suppose.”
 
   He placed papers atop the table and tented his fingers on its surface.  “Implicated in several thefts against the nobility throughout our Empire.”
 
   “I’ve always tended to believe most charges were fabricated out of spite.”
 
   “As I’m certain all degenerate criminals do.”  Clasping hands behind his back, the man straightened and stared down a hooked nose.  “I am Decius Thanren, Legatus of the Sixteenth Legion.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Legatus.  I have a healthy opinion of myself, but never suspected I warranted a full legatus.  Reassuring to learn my standing with the Empire has climbed a notch or two.  Indicative of respect, perhaps?”
 
   “Does this banter typically charm others?  Or endear you to those who might otherwise be hostile?  Because in my limited experience I find your quips wearying.”
 
   “Give it time.  I win over my critics in the end.”
 
   Decius tapped a forefinger on the pale sheet.  “Apprehended yesterday evening during an attempted burglary against Procurator Livia Trulii.  Pillaging from a taxation official…how audacious.”
 
   “She had it coming.  You Draugans love forcing peace on other nations, but ignore corruption in your own ranks.  Tell me, do you even care how much procurators gouge Imperial subjects in addition to their defined mandate?  I find it suspicious that every living tax collector boasts absurd personal wealth.”
 
   “Since a civilian official doesn’t concern the military, I won’t argue your quarrel’s merits.  Instead, I find myself needing someone with your brazen pluck.  This is the reason you were brought to me.”
 
   Cyriana furrowed her greasy brow in bemusement.  “You’re hiring me.”
 
   “Think of it more as involuntary conscription.  I want you to acquire a particular item for me.”
 
   “You’re keen on having me steal for you?  Even after delivering a lecture on my moral failings?  I haven’t ever found evidence suggesting Draugans have a sense of humor.  Meaning this is a poor attempt at some perverse jest, correct?”
 
   “This is no joke.  Though the profession you choose sickens me, your peculiar talents are appealing in this occasion.”
 
   “I’m swooning from your flattery.  What’s my motivation?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Why am I doing this?”  Cyriana uplifted her hands and shook the trailing fetters.  “In case you haven’t noticed I don’t respond positively to authority.  I need tangible incentive.”
 
   “I can have you tossed in a tiny cell for the remainder of your days.  Imperial citizens have the right to a trial.  As a Prydinian, the same is not true for you.  No laws require me to grant you any courtesies.  However, if you retrieve what I covet all charges against you will be dropped.”
 
   “Just like that?  No secretive stipulations?”
 
   “My responsibilities typically involve far more pressing matters than the whereabouts of one petty thief.  I don’t care whether you’re wandering the streets, because I haven’t the interest in concocting provisos.  Fetch me the artifact and leave a free woman.”
 
   “And if I refuse to act as your lackey?”
 
   “As promised, you’ll be shepherded to another dark hole.  One you’ll never again leave.”
 
   “Intriguing.”  Cyriana tried to tap her chin but discovered the chain did not reach.  She settled for fiddling sore thumbs.  “Let’s try another question.  Why is a presumably respected army officer embroiled in shady dealings?  With a degenerate no less, as you nicely phrased it.”
 
   “My reasons are no concern of yours.”
 
   “Naturally.  I’m only the minion risking her neck to satisfy your whims.  And how can I be sure you aren’t having a laugh at my expense?  The freedom clause seems a little too tantalizing to be believable.  I might find a host of guards waiting to pounce on me from the shadows.”
 
   “I suppose you can’t know for certain.  A naturally paranoid mind is also understandable for someone in your line of work.  Though since I have you chained in a private room with no witnesses, why go to all this trouble?”  Decius placed a palm on the scabbarded sword strapped to his hip.  “I could kill you now if I desired.  No one would ever learn your fate.”
 
   “Except my escorts.  I don’t know if you’ve spent much time with them, but they gossip endlessly.”  Cyriana squirmed in the chair and wiggled numb fingers.  “Fair point though.  Okay, this isn’t an elaborate ploy meant to punish me.  Still doesn’t explain why I’m the one trussed up in a chair being offered a job.”
 
   “You have considerable experience.”
 
   “Not good enough.  Stay tight-lipped regarding my other inquiries if you must, but this I’m too curious to forfeit knowing.  Why force me to perform your dirty work?  Have some burly troops kick down your target’s door and ransack the place.  I don’t need to factor into this nonsense.  Could it be all your legions are too busy being embarrassed in Almaya?  Those rebels are waging war with such inexplicable tenacity.  No, that wouldn’t explain it.  Even a handful of novices wearing armor could do what you’re asking me to.”
 
   “Are you finished surmising my actions?”
 
   “Barely warm.  Unless…this isn’t a sanctioned operation, is it?  Oh ho.  That’s why you’re putting faith in a criminal extraordinaire.  And why you dragged me here to some clandestine hole.  We aren’t beneath your barracks, I presume.  Must mean this is a personal score for you.  What is it, vengeance?  Greed?  Don’t be shy.  You can trust me.”
 
   “I don’t believe I can,” he retorted.  “Nor do I wish to.”
 
   “That’s fine.  At least I figured out your reasons.  Quiets my inquisitive mind a little.  Clearly you don’t want your involvement in these illegalities to be known.  And that begs the question regarding who I’m burgling.  I think I’ve shown uncharacteristic patience waiting this long to ask.”
 
   “You’re familiar with Destiran Arviss, yes?”
 
   “More than most, I’d wager.  He likes to maintain the façade of running a legitimate shipping business, though he jams his pudgy fingers into all manner of illicit dealings.  Extortion, bribery, peddling drugs.  I’ve always wondered why you justice-loving Imperialists don’t arrest the man and be done with it.”
 
   “Delivering justice is never so simple.”
 
   “Worried about your career, maybe?  Destiran has more prominent officials wrapped around his finger than you’d care to admit.  I can’t imagine the chances for promotion are high if a province revolts under your watch.  Sounds absurd on the surface, but that might happen if you force Destiran into a corner.  The man could call in all manner of debts.  Some discontented folks are listening to rumors from Almaya and wondering why a rebellion hasn’t started here, given Asdor’s proclivity to wage war against you Draugans.  A lone execution made those northerners heft their swords and declare war.  What will the catalyst in Asdor be?  Of course you’d have less concerns if someone like me got snatched.  I’m expendable.”
 
   “Your most appealing feature.”
 
   “Wait a moment.  This kidnapping rattled my brain, but I finally remembered what was nagging me.  I know damn well there isn’t a full legion stationed in Asdor City.  Sorry if that’s meant to be a state secret, but it’s common knowledge for those who care to think.  You have three or four cohorts worth at best.  What kind of legatus doesn’t have a legion under his command?  Is this an honorary rank or some such?  You’re only a legatus until someone more talented bothers to arrive on scene?  Makes sense, since any soldier with a shred of talent is off bravely fighting to squash rebels in the northern war.  You’re probably struggling with feelings of inadequacy, having been kept far from the front lines and all that.  The budding lack of self-confidence eventually led you to me, where you glimpse an opportunity to shine.”
 
   “A more astute mind would consider it unwise to attempt angering the man willing to grant you freedom.”
 
   “I figure a legatus, even one leading a phantom legion, probably has thick skin.  Plus we’re partners now.  You and me fighting to unearth corruption.”
 
   Raw distaste flickered on Decius’ stern features, as though a fetid odor had wafted unbidden into his nose.  “Don’t even insinuate such a relationship between us.  You’re no more than a tool for Imperial use.”
 
   “Touchy subject.  Okay, we’ll leave our association unsaid.  But care to confide in me what I’m filching?  Even though you’d probably love to keep me floundering in the dark, I’ll eventually need some details.”
 
   “A ledger listing Destiran’s associates and business dealings.”
 
   “Crafting a complex scheme, are you?  I guess I assumed you wanted a fancy relic that might fetch you some gold.  But it’s information you desire.  The notion has piqued my curiosity.”
 
   “You mentioned targeting Livia Trulii due to her purported dishonesty.  A not uncommon accusation leveled against procurators.  Destiran is a plague on Asdor City and its inhabitants in a similar vein.  Though one that is far more widespread and corrupting.  This is an opportunity for you to accomplish genuine good, rather than purloining trinkets from the elite.”
 
   “I thought civilian matters didn’t concern a military man.  Changing your tune when it suits you?”
 
   “Destiran’s reach extends to the army.  I suspect several officers are involved, though without his ledger I cannot be certain.  You will acquire it for me and I’ll dismantle his operation.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll play along.  But only in the name of justice.”  Cyriana licked dry lips.  “I suppose it’s too much to expect payment for all this.”
 
   “In exchange for retrieving the item, you merely won’t be imprisoned for what remains of your life.  Considering your past exploits, I’m offering generous compensation.”
 
   “And if I were to pilfer another valuable object for myself while there?”
 
   “I would not be impressed.  Though admittedly there is little I could do to prevent it.”
 
   “All I needed to know.”  Cyriana blew an errant red strand from her eyes.  “What resources might you be willing to give me?  Destiran isn’t exactly a simple mark.”
 
   “None.  There can be nothing that connects me to your actions.  Find a way to acquire what you need without my help.  Any crimes you commit during this process will likewise be forgiven once your role is finished.”
 
   “I have a blank slate?  Sweet.”
 
   “Only related to theft and other petty offenses.  Kill someone and our deal, like you, will be terminated.”
 
   “You should hand me some silver though.  I can’t steal an accomplice, and coins won’t be traced to you.”
 
   “How can I be certain this isn’t a wily attempt at convincing me to pay you against my better judgment?”
 
   “You can’t,” Cyriana conceded.  “But even if I did con you, think what you’ll acquire in the end.  A fair trade in my mind.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   “Am I on a deadline?”
 
   “I’d prefer our arrangement be concluded within a week’s time, but I’d rather you not rush and risk failure.  Take what is required to do this right.”
 
   “I’m actually enamored with these ground rules.  They’re freeing.”  Cyriana raised her arms and smirked.  “Speaking of freeing, time for the best part.  Unchain me so I can begin my quest.”
 
   “Presumptive to go along with all your other amiable traits, I see.”  Decius wandered toward the closed door and knocked twice against its surface.  “You’ll be chaperoned out the way you entered.”
 
   “Ugh, with the stupid hood?”
 
   “A non-negotiable element.  Once beyond our facility you’ll be released and left to your own devices.  Provided your choices align with my desires.”
 
   “Plan to have me watched, do you?”
 
   “I take precautions to guard my assets.  Especially the unwitting ones.”
 
   Gauntlets seized Cyriana’s arms, hauling her upright into a clumsy stance.  The legatus retrieved one leather pouch jingling with coins and tucked it into the rawhide belt looped around her waist.
 
   Decius granted her a final parting look.  “Do not disappoint me.”
 
   Abrasive fabric shuttered torchlight and darkness enclosed Cyriana.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   “You’ve lost your mind.”  Aelina crossed legs attired in buckskin and leaned backward on the bench, basking in warm sunlight.  “Unreasonable capers might be your specialty, but even this is stretching things.  I need to draw the line somewhere.”
 
   “You haven’t even bothered to hear my entire plan,” Cyriana said.
 
   “I’ve heard enough to be skeptical.  Someone in our profession needs to avoid Draugan attention.  Not sign up as a gleeful recruit and do their bidding.  Go enlist Thorkell or Maylene.  They’re less sensible than I am.”
 
   “Thorkell isn’t in the country and Maylene thinks I’ll be dead by month’s end.”
 
   “She isn’t wrong.”  Aelina plucked one pistachio from a bowl nestled on the bench and popped it into her mouth.  “I’d rather not shackle myself to you when the scheme falls apart and you inevitably sink.”
 
   “What happened to homeland solidarity?  Us Prydinians need to support one another.”
 
   “You’re leading with that weak argument?  Please try harder or find something else to tempt me with.”
 
   Cyriana watched a songbird flit over sculpted bushes and land atop one marble fountain.  “Do as I ask and I’ll split the earnings with you.”
 
   “What earnings?  You aren’t even being paid for this.”
 
   “Maybe not officially.  But I intend to leave Destiran’s estate with a treasure-trove of valuables stuffed down my pants.  Whatever I find you can share.”
 
   Aelina glanced through dangling black bangs and frowned.  “All for some sleight of hand work?  Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’ve never been known as a paragon of generosity.”
 
   “This second chance at life I’ve been given has convinced me to change my ways.”
 
   “It’s a wonder anyone ever believes a word you spout.  Don’t dump your lies on me and expect I’ll be receptive to that drivel.”
 
   “Fine, the truth then.”  Passersby strolled the public garden, some shielding delicate skin from oppressive sunlight with frilled umbrellas.  Cyriana regarded the blue bloods with barely hidden scorn.  “I can’t do this without you and in return I’m willing to part with a fraction of the coins I labor to earn.”
 
   “Oh?  Pray tell, what fraction is my expertise worth to you?”
 
   “Fifteen percent?”
 
   “Have fun doing all this without me.”  Aelina climbed off the bench, licked fingertips sprinkled in salt and ambled alongside a red brick pathway.  “I’m not in the mood for less than thirty.”
 
   “Okay, twenty-five.  You frigging swindler.”
 
   “Thirty.  Didn’t you hear what I said?  Save negotiations for people who are less skilled than you.”
 
   One meandering boot touched an uneven surface and Aelina wobbled off balance, thrusting both arms outward.  She toppled into a gentleman, groping at his tailored frock coat and spluttering breathlessly.  One manicured hand grasped her sleeve and shoved while the other perched atop a lacquered cane and steadied his footing.  Loathing colored his pallid cheeks a rosy hue.
 
   “Watch where you walk, filthy urchin.”
 
   “My apologies, good sir,” begged Aelina.  She withdrew a stride while her downcast eyes studied grass underfoot.  “Please forgive my clumsiness.”
 
   The gentleman dusted imaginary dirt from his ruffled jacket, straightened a crooked tricorne hat and dismissed her with one contemptuous gesture.  Smacking a gold topped cane against the pathway, he departed without speaking another word.
 
   “You’re a bloody pirate.  Thirty it is.”  Eyeing the pretentious man’s backside, Cyriana turned to her friend.  “You’d better be worth it.”
 
   Aelina flashed a wicked smile and jangled the stolen coin purse in one hand.  “You know I am.”
 
   *
 
   “You want me to intentionally bungle my touch?”
 
   “Bungle is such an unbefitting word,” Cyriana countered.  “Makes you sound careless rather than clever.”
 
   Leaning against a stone wall, Aelina blew limp strands from her eyes.  “You missed your calling as an orator, the way you spin unpleasant truths into witticisms.”
 
   “It’s a gift.  Now are you keen to be difficult?”
 
   “No, I’ll do your chore.  You’d best hope none of our acquaintances happen by and see me screw up on a mundane mark.”  She shoved off the wall and sauntered to the alley mouth.  “Point him out to me when he bothers to appear.  I’d like to get this over with on the double.”
 
   Several minutes passed in companionable silence until Cyriana noted a man wearing modest attire meant to convey wealth.  Though garbed in a doublet tailored to mimic muslin, he wore a cheaper alternative that did not properly pinch at the waist as befitted a gentleman.  She had spent enough time watching nobility to distinguish affluent clothing from varied imitations.  “There’s the little worm.”
 
   “Stocky fellow in the faux fashion?”
 
   “Aye.  Name’s Dorvan, a repulsive lieutenant for Destiran’s shady dealings.  He’ll have what I desire.  The question is whether he insists on keeping it with him all day or if we need to slip into his home.”
 
   “You’re certain this is the guy we want?”
 
   “I don’t doubt your looting expertise.  Don’t question my snooping and penchant for bribery.”
 
   “Your hunch had better be right.”  Aelina cracked her knuckles.  “Time to be a failure.”
 
   She moseyed from the passage and mingled amid others strolling the boulevard.  Her path soon traversed Dorvan’s route and she feigned carelessness, eyeing a nearby carpet vendor while smacking into him.  Aelina acted with insincere panic and seized Dorvan for balance, threading her hands over his torso.  She mumbled apologies inaudible to Cyriana and withdrew.
 
   Dorvan straightened his doublet and continued onward, only halting after several strides.  Dread crossed his features and he clutched his chest with a frantic hand.  Chain links glinted from his neck, pressing a slender outline against the fake muslin jacket.  Dorvan’s shoulders sagged in relief and Cyriana permitted herself a faint smile.
 
   She chewed on her bottom lip and waited for Aelina to return via a convoluted path.  Eventually the younger woman reappeared from the alley’s opposite entrance, whistling some tuneless melody.
 
   “Mission done to your satisfaction?”
 
   “And how,” Cyriana asserted.  “Dorvan almost panicked when the implications from your touch dawned on him.  Danced a nervous jig making sure he still held the key.  A productive day all around.”
 
   “You happen to notice where he stashes it?”
 
   “On a chain looped round his neck.”
 
   “I can’t pickpocket a necklace, Cy.  You know that, right?  I need to hear you say I won’t be told to purloin jewelry from a man’s throat.”
 
   “I’m not a moron, thank you.  We’ll conjure something cunning another day.  This was reconnaissance.”
 
   “What a reassuring pledge.  Not that I want to question the amount of thought you’ve put into this, but do you know where to tread in Destiran’s estate?  Even you can’t finagle more than a couple minutes worth of looting.  I hope you’re not walking in blind.”
 
   “Hardly.  I bribed an unappreciated manservant in his employ.  Northwest office on the second floor.  I’m golden.”
 
   “And if I somehow pinch the key with Dorvan none the wiser,” asked Aelina, “what makes you think he won’t notice it’s gone?  Even an immaculate pull can’t guarantee he doesn’t check for his trinket regularly.”
 
   “I’ll club him over the head and hogtie him an hour prior to our burglary if needed.  Leave the sordid details to me.  I only wanted to be certain I ambush the right fellow.”
 
   “Happy to provide a valuable service.  Here I thought when you roped a sleight of hand master into this that I might actually perform genuine sleight of hand work.  Seemed a sensible conjecture.”
 
   “You still may,” Cyriana replied.  “Haven’t made up my mind one way or another yet.  Besides, there’s something else I require from you.  Pawns need to be recruited.”
 
   “Why can’t you?  You promised my role in this was supposed to be minimal.  Fondling a repellant stranger is unpleasant enough.  Now you have me scouring the streets for ne’er-do-wells.”
 
   “This is your city more than mine.  I’m only a guest.  You know who the scoundrels are and where to obtain them.”
 
   “You’re acting like I can stroll to the market and pick some off a shelf.”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   “Consider this my final contribution,” Aelina confirmed.  “You ask me to do more and my fee wriggles to forty percent.  No other freebies.”
 
   “Introductions should be all that’s necessary from your end.”
 
   “Plus whipping them into shape I assume.”
 
   “Not if you find chaps who don’t need coddling.  Ample motivation, I should think.  Reach out to your contacts and I should have a rough shopping list for you by tonight.”
 
   “And what will our glorious mastermind be doing while I scrounge through society’s dregs?”
 
   “Pay a visit to Eloran.  I want fancy parchment scribblings.”
 
   Aelina scrunched her face into a sour mien.  “I’d prefer the dregs.”
 
   “And that’s why I asked you.  If you’ll excuse me, I’ve a date with a curmudgeon.”
 
   *
 
   One entryway parted to reveal scowling eyes anathema to visitors.  An irritable demeanour shifted to displeasure when he sighted Cyriana waiting in the hallway beyond.
 
   “Hello Eloran.  Mind if I come in?”
 
   A hand streaked with freckles opened the door and beckoned inward.  “At least you didn’t break into my home this time.”
 
   “I’ve matured oodles since we last spoke.”
 
   “I suppose you had no other direction to take but upward.”  Eloran shuffled across floorboards and claimed a lone chair, not bothering to offer Cyriana accommodations or refreshments.  “You’d best have generous compensation in mind for bothering me.”
 
   “In exchange for your cooperation, I won’t punch you in the face as is my right.”
 
   “Such praiseworthy magnanimity.”
 
   “You owe me for the Chiridion job.  I charmed your share of the spoils higher, you’ll recall.  I can’t help the fact you blundered into difficulties afterward.  That bout of idiocy is on you.”
 
   “This is how you speak when asking for a favor?”
 
   “Only with those who deserve the criticism.  Trust me, I have a routine request compared to your more cheeky deeds.”
 
   Eloran sighed and brushed errant vellum into haphazard stacks.  “Once I’m finished here we’re even.  I’ll no longer live indebted to you.”
 
   “I don’t intend to do you more favors.  We both win.”
 
   “Name your task for me.”
 
   “You’re known on occasion to flounce around with the rarified elite.  Are you acquainted with Cinian and Darelia Caelius by chance?”
 
   “Only by reputation.  A prosperous merchant family originally from Talishir, yes?”
 
   “Who traveled eastward into the Empire’s youngest province and expanded their fortunes tenfold.  Those are the ones.”
 
   “And what might this pair have done to earn your displeasure?”
 
   Cyriana shrugged and leaned forward on his writing desk.  “Nothing in the least.  I covet their glamorous estate.”
 
   “You’ve raised your ambitions since we last spoke, I see.”
 
   “Only for one night.  More to do with location than inhabitants.  I’ve been conscripted into taking possession of an artifact owned by Destiran, who happens to be their closest neighbor.”
 
   “Dare I waste breath explaining the stupidity of your gambit?”
 
   “I wouldn’t.”
 
   “If you insist.  I presume you want me to deceive them into granting you entry to their manor?  Or better yet, vacating it altogether?”
 
   “Sharp as ever.”  Cyriana retrieved a crinkled sheet from within the faded jerkin she wore and tossed it at Eloran.  “Bribed a messenger for this beauty before it could reach Cinian or Darelia.  A letter from business associates in Ercora.  I want you to copy the script and sigil, inviting the Caelii to sail down the Honeywater and discuss a lucrative trading venture with their moneyed chums in person.  Once they depart I’ll have a five- or six-day window to undertake my thievery before they discover the ruse and hightail it home.”
 
   “Monotonous indeed,” Eloran affirmed.  Eyes enclosed with deepening wrinkles studied the parchment beneath frizzy grey tufts decorating his scalp.  “Nothing unique regarding the penmanship or tone.  I can produce a consummate forgery by this evening.”
 
   “Never doubted it.  I’ll return to collect after dinner.”
 
   “Oh, and Cyriana?  Once this is finished I don’t wish to speak with you again.”
 
   She paused at the door.  “The feeling is mutual.”
 
   *
 
   “This is the best you could find?”
 
   “Have some tact, Cy,” Aelina responded.  “It’s bad form insulting folks to their faces.”
 
   Cyriana eyed three felons standing in blemished clothes and casting apathetic gazes in her direction.  “I don’t want mollycoddled whiners who can’t take criticism.”
 
   “It isn’t criticism if you haven’t even learned their names.  Then it’s nothing but stubbornness.”
 
   “Fine.”  Cyriana jabbed a forefinger downward at a scrawny lad barely reaching her shoulders.  “You.  Tell me your name.”
 
   “Carin.”
 
   “Ah, our eager balcony hopper.  I should’ve figured, given your prodigious stature.”
 
   He sought to straighten his posture and earn further height, though failed in the effort.  “I’m the best there is.”
 
   “I trust you’ve met all the others, compared notes and issued challenges?”
 
   “Don’t know all the others.”
 
   “Then how can you claim to be more skilled than each one?”
 
   “Don’t torture the poor lad,” Aelina remarked, eyeing the befuddled expression on Carin.  “If he hasn’t killed himself yet then he’s apt to have talent.”
 
   “I’m not keen on putting faith in children without a facial whisker to their name.”
 
   “Finding a reliable climber beyond puberty is a tougher challenge.  They get clumsy in their old age.”
 
   “I’m fourteen,” Carin squeaked.  “Not a child.”
 
   “You’re almost twenty years my junior,” rebuked Cyriana.  “Don’t ever claim to be experienced.”  She walked past wearing a glower until she faced two dusky-skinned Shiylans.  “And these ones?”
 
   “Meet Ralir and Salir,” answered Aelina.  “You’ll need to ask them for specifics, because I haven’t the foggiest which is which.”
 
   The woman was a mirror image of the man, though wearing longer hair for variety.  Even their muted clothing seemed interchangeable.  “I’m Salir,” she responded.  “Ralir is my brother.”
 
   “Understand your role in our little heist?” Cyriana inquired.
 
   “Distractions are a simple enough chore.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.  And you won’t sulk over the loss of a carriage and demand exorbitant compensation?”
 
   “Can’t lose nothing if it ain’t yours.”  The brother stared at her wearing a blank expression in an eerie facsimile of his sibling.  “We’re stealing the nicest one we find untended.”
 
   Cyriana glanced sideward at Aelina.  “Okay, I like these two.”
 
   “I know how to pick ‘em.”
 
   “Are we getting paid today?” Carin questioned.
 
   “Nope,” countered Cyriana.  “Not how this works.  You earn coins after helping me.  Beforehand and you’re liable to run off.”
 
   “Can we be sure you won’t do the same?” asked Salir.
 
   “Guess you can’t.”  She waggled a hand toward the entryway.  “There’s the door for those who aren’t fond of our rules.”
 
   Ralir and Salir looked to one another and presumably engaged in some freaky non-verbal, non-expressive dialogue.  “We’ll stay,” Ralir announced.
 
   When Carin showed no inclination to leave, Cyriana entwined her fingers and smiled.  “Lovely.  Time to lay down more ground rules then.  You do what me and Aelina say.  No deviations or improvising.  Our word’s gospel, savvy?  You go off book and not only do you risk getting yourself killed, you’ll also make us pissed.  But the chief rule is don’t turn informant or gossip about our scheme in taverns.  Unless you find yourself alone, there’s always someone close enough to listen.  Sometimes even when you erroneously believe yourself to be alone.  Those who run their mouths won’t be paid, and as an added bonus she’ll kill you.”
 
   Aelina shrugged.  “I’m not fond of turncoats.  Whether it’s a conscious choice or if you’re just stupid and feel the need to brag about your exploits.”
 
   “Any others?” queried Ralir.
 
   “Nah,” Cyriana affirmed.  “We don’t like rules.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   With one outstretched leg crossed atop the other and hands resting behind her head, Cyriana watched Aelina enter through the stained entryway.  The other woman made no effort to hide her disgust upon strolling into the decrepit bedchamber.  Sunlight glared through broken shutters sprinkled with dried fluids, flaking paint revealed bare mudbrick and wood, scratched floorboards bore uncountable wounds alongside dark splotches.
 
   “Fancy place you found for yourself,” Aelina muttered.
 
   “My funds are admittedly limited.  I couldn’t be choosy with regards to inns.”
 
   “Next time let’s meet behind a fishmonger’s stall.  The air is fresher.”
 
   Cyriana swung her legs off the threadbare pallet and stood.  “Aside from your justified quips, you’re looking uncharacteristically cheerful today.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I be?  It wasn’t an idle threat when I said my fee gets upped to forty percent if you ask me to perform extra tasks.  Thanks to your request I stand to earn even more coins.”  An abashed expression appeared on her face, which she sought to cover behind an unconvincing smile.  “And of course I want to help a friend.”
 
   “I’m touched by your admission.”
 
   Aelina placed elbows on a lone table and leaned forward.  The furniture canted sharply beneath her weight, nearly pitching Aelina off balance.  Wearing an irritated scowl, she straightened and brushed grit from her jacket.
 
   “I mostly don’t use the table,” Cyriana helpfully explained.  “It seems to be more ornamental than practical.”
 
   “So, why am I here?”
 
   “A second key.  The pudgy fellow you groped only carries one of two keys required to unlock Destiran’s vault.”
 
   “I hate when untrusting blokes diversify their security measures.  Is this one carted by another repellent lieutenant?”
 
   Cyriana nodded, swallowing ale from a tankard she left on the floor.  “His name is Hardren.  Slightly less repugnant by all accounts.  In hindsight maybe he’s the one I should have requested you get touchy feely with.”
 
   “You can’t whack both over the head and steal their keys.  Not on the same night.”
 
   “I don’t intend to.  We’ll need to wax one key a couple days in advance.  I’m thinking Dorvan gets the beating, and Hardren the waxing.”
 
   “That’s what you want me for, isn’t it?  To snag his key and take impressions for you.”
 
   “I presumed you were suitable for the chore.  Did I miscalculate?”
 
   “Maylene would be a better fit,” Aelina affirmed.
 
   “I already told you she’s being stubborn and wants nothing to do with this one.  What about you?”
 
   “Yeah, I can do it.  Not as well, but passably enough.  Though an extra ten percent is hardly worth the grief I’m likely to endure.”
 
   Cyriana shrugged.  “Those were your terms.  Take it up with yourself if you’re feeling duped.”
 
   “I’ll need more time than Maylene.  She can wax two keys in seconds without a hiccup and then tickle the lock bare.  You won’t get the same quality from me, even at my best.”
 
   “You think I’ll need to grease the keyhole?”
 
   “At least.  And I’m telling you this right now before we commit.  There’s a chance I’ll screw up the waxing and you’ll get an imperfect key.  All the grease and filing in the world won’t unlock Destiran’s vault if that happens.”
 
   “I have faith in your abilities.”
 
   “Happy to hear one of us does.  I wouldn’t, but that’s just me.”
 
   Cyriana settled an empty clay mug on the floor.  “Can you acquire the necessary materials this afternoon?”
 
   “Shouldn’t be a problem.”  Sweeping loose bangs from her brow, Aelina flicked wary eyes toward Cyriana.  “Let me guess, we’re pulling this off tonight.”
 
   “Dawdling was never among my flaws.”
 
   “Dawdling is a virtue when it’s called prudence.”
 
   “Semantics.  Whatever the name, I don’t have time for it.”
 
   “Do you at least know where we’re supposed to look once inside the manor?”
 
   “I’ve had the twins on surveillance for the last couple days.  Hardren goes to a bathhouse on certain nights with an escort, leaving one guard behind to patrol the modest estate.  Today happens to be one of those nights, provided they’ve adequately guessed his schedule.”
 
   “And if the twins haven’t?”
 
   “We hide in the bushes again tomorrow evening until he follows his pattern like a good little victim.  The key is kept in a desk drawer in what passes for his library.  I have my doubts the man can even read, so it’s probably all for show.”
 
   “Lovely.  Then nothing can possibly go wrong.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana brushed a diaphanous curtain from her path and trod across burgundy carpet, hunkering against one couch in the glow of streaming moonlight.  Aelina latched the balcony entry shut and scampered closer, her padded moccasins eliciting no noise.  A cloth cowl dyed black hid her features except for wary eyes.  Most people did not bother installing elaborate locks on second story entrances, falsely presuming height was discouragement enough.  Until an unanticipated robbery promoted more stern defenses, that is.  Cyriana could always tell who had not yet suffered such a burglary.
 
   “Should have an hour until Hardren returns from his jaunt to the bathhouse,” whispered Cyriana.  “Let’s make it count.”
 
   Despite knowing the lone guard was currently outside, she still had no idea how many serving staff Hardren employed.  A smaller estate such as this might only have one or two temporary servants, or more depending on the severity of his laziness.  Cyriana had no wish to blunder into one wandering the halls because she failed to be cautious.  It took almost twenty minutes to descend a staircase and creep into Hardren’s library without alerting anyone who might be in residence tonight.
 
   Closing the door behind her with a muted click, Cyriana approached broad windows and rounded an oak desk glowing in moonlight.  “Second drawer from the top on the right hand side,” she whispered.
 
   Aelina set to work on the small lock with a pick in each hand, careful not to leave any telltale scratches from her intrusion.  The task was delicate, and her training limited, yet within a short while she slid the drawer open and removed a lone key concealed inside.
 
   She crouched behind the desk, flattening an oilcloth satchel at her feet.  Aelina unfastened one locket filled with pallid wax and placed the key atop, pressing iron into a stubborn substance.  “Godsdamn this crap.  The plate is too solid.  I can’t make a useable impression.”
 
   “Did you buy the wrong wax?”
 
   “No, this is the proper stuff.  I made certain.  But it isn’t behaving the way I want.”  She closed her eyes, uttering a longwinded groan.  “Shit.  I’m an idiot.”  Aelina tugged the plate free and clamped her palms around it.  “Maylene warms the wax before she starts.  This is why you shouldn’t settle for a consolation specialist.”
 
   “You figured it out faster than I would’ve.”
 
   Aelina returned tepid wax to its locket and resumed creating an impression, reversing the key once to mold its opposite face.  Satisfied with her cautious, languid handiwork, she clicked copper closed and opened another.  Cyriana knew little about the art of waxing keys, though she did understand the practicality of producing a second copy should the first suffer damage.  The entire process stretched into long minutes as she tapped anxious fingertips against one knee, feeling sweat prickle her nape beneath a fabric hood.
 
   Cyriana pivoted on her heels, casting a nervous gaze toward the doorway.  “Time’s dwindling.”
 
   “Then shut up and leave me to it,” Aelina hissed.
 
   Stifling a grumble signifying displeasure, Cyriana instead gritted her teeth and waited.  Relief washed over her flushed skin when Aelina shut the case, slipped it within her satchel and wiped waxy residue from the key onto dark trousers.
 
   “Finished?” questioned Cyriana.
 
   “I sure hope we are.”
 
   “Then it’s time to beat a hasty retreat.”
 
   While Aelina delicately returned the key to its rightful drawer, poking iron until a precise angle was achieved, Cyriana crossed the room and grasped a brass handle.  She tugged the door open, feeling a measure of relief tingling within her chest to be finished.  Hardren’s lone guard should be circling the manor’s perimeter for several minutes more, granting them enough time to slip through a window before vanishing into the night.  Instead he stood beyond the threshold in a hallway illumined by gentle lamplight, his expression of befuddled surprise presumably matching her own.  Scarcely an arm’s length divided muscled sentry from unprepared thief.
 
   Cyriana’s heart exerted a valiant effort to leap through her throat.  “Bugger.”
 
   Hands clutched her doublet in a wad of jumbled leather and shoved with staggering strength, pitching Cyriana backward into a flailing roll.  She scrambled onto shaky knees, barely deflecting a boot striking for her head.  Harsh footfalls sounded and Aelina hurtled into the guard, thrusting him against one wall.  An elbow cracked into her forehead as he braced against bricks encircling the fireplace and slapped a palm onto his sword grip.  Cyriana lunged for the man, clasping her hands around one wrist and prying stiff fingers from black leather.
 
   She ducked low beneath a wild fist and brought her own upward into his pelvis.  A satisfying gasp wheezed through his lips, prompting Cyriana to deliver yet another blow somewhat anatomically lower.  The desired result was achieved, and while he mewled a shrill tune Cyriana hefted a chair in both hands and cracked it against his skull.  Wooden fragments gathered in a haphazard pile atop his spread-eagled figure.
 
   Cyriana whirled at the sound of a choked grunt and glimpsed Aelina clobber a hapless manservant in his glass jaw.  The blow spun him on wobbling legs, head lolling aslant and saliva oozing from his slack mouth.  He whacked into an armrest and toppled unmoving onto tiles.
 
   “Noise must have drawn him to investigate,” Cyriana remarked.  She sauntered nearer and eyed the prone servant as a spasm seized one leg.  “Don’t rightly know how you managed to subdue that one while I dealt with the lightweight.”
 
   Aelina touched tentative fingertips to a forehead swathed in cloth.  “I think my damned head is bleeding.”
 
   “We’ll get you patched lickety-split once we’re in the clear.”
 
   “Our scheme seems to have encountered a hiccup,” she conceded.  “I seem to recall a desire to not be seen.”
 
   “A rather crucial priority, yes.  Fortunate for us both I’m a problem solver.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   “You wanted forty rather than thirty.”  Cyriana pointed a gloved forefinger at the fireplace.  “There’s your extra ten percent perched atop the mantelpiece.  Or on the desk if you’d prefer.”
 
   “An overt burglary to deflect suspicions and muddle our purpose?”
 
   “Seems appropriate.  Don’t feel the need to be circumspect either.  Grab whatever you can carry.  The more authentic our theft, the less they’ll ask pointed questions regarding our intentions.  But don’t unlock any drawers.  We can leave those untouched.”
 
   Aelina unfastened the buttons on her jacket and withdrew a folded rucksack.  In answer to Cyriana’s bemused expression she offered a halfhearted shrug.  “I had a feeling.”
 
   Cyriana sighed and massaged tender knuckles while Aelina stuffed curios and a gold-plated letter opener into her bag.  A ceremonial knife collection went in last.
 
   Aelina hitched a leather strap over her shoulder and nudged one thumb at the window.  “Shall we make this one our entry and exit?”
 
   “Works for me.  Be sure to smash a windowpane, too.  We don’t want to look like professionals.”  Cyriana lifted one hand and shoved a flowery vase off its narrow table to shatter into glossy shards.  “Bet that was pricey.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Cyriana swallowed ale from a pewter tankard and eyed her quarry across a murky tavern.  Dorvan occupied a table by his lonesome, staring into a dwindling mug with borderline despondency like any other drunkard might.  Barring one crucial difference, of course.  Courtesy of Aelina and her unnaturally swift hands, Dorvan’s mug was laced with Fevered Dream.
 
   A slow acting soporific, it was nigh tasteless when mixed with alcohol.  The brew also induced panic and disorientation in unwitting victims, its most desirable traits in Cyriana’s opinion.  No apothecary or physician recommended patients suffer through its noted ill effects for the benefit of sleep.  Fevered Dream was only common among unscrupulous criminal elements, owing to the unpleasant truth that possession alone was a criminal offense in the Draugan Empire.
 
   Aelina slipped into an empty chair neighboring Cyriana and smiled.
 
   “I hope you managed to spike his booze,” Cyriana said, “given your stupid grin.  And the fact he’s almost finished.”
 
   “These nimble fingers aren’t only for plucking valuables, I’ll have you know.  They can slip a little something in occasionally, too.”
 
   “Then he’ll be on the verge of insanity soon enough.  Are the twins where I want them?”
 
   “And looking like creepy simulacrum scarecrows,” replied Aelina.  “Have you by chance noticed that each final chore you ask me to perform seems to always be anything but?”
 
   “I don’t think you’re allowed to bellyache.  You made out like a bandit a couple nights ago.”
 
   “True enough.  Try not to be insulted by this, but you do have the key we forged, yes?”
 
   “Of course I do.  I’m not incompetent, thank you.”
 
   “Only wanted to be certain.  It’d be a shame if you slipped into Destiran’s manor only to realize you’d forgotten the key I worked hard to acquire.  A shame because then you wouldn’t be able to pay me more, that is.”  Chair legs squealed beneath Aelina as she straightened.  “I’ll be outside waiting.”
 
   Cyriana waited for her to leave before patting her jacket, confirming the key waited within.  Embarrassing would not even begin to describe the result had she committed that mistake.  She returned her attention to Dorvan and felt blessed the wait was not a long one.  He rubbed his face with one palm, almost spilling from the chair.  Her delightful concoction seemed to be creeping over him.  A clumsy swipe sent his mug clanging onto floorboards and Dorvan stumbled upright, clutching at furnishings for support.  Nervous eyes flicked with an erratic craze as fear spread across his features.
 
   Patrons swore while Dorvan wove a drunken path to the door, whacking into seated customers and upsetting drinks.  Cyriana stood, brushed her jerkin and pursued at a casual distance, relieved no one sought to help the man.  Apathy was a dependable emotion these days.  She arrived outside in time to glimpse Aelina feign coincidence, knocking into Dorvan.  The man’s frightened mind reacted in a paranoid stupor and he pitched toward refuge afforded by an adjacent alley.  Cyriana eyed the vacated stretch of road and followed closely on his heels while Aelina remained behind to discourage others from entering.  A private audience was needed.
 
   The man thrashed amid soggy crates, his labored breaths evident even to Cyriana.  She wandered nearer, not bothering to muffle her footsteps in the hopes of inciting further panic.
 
   “Feeling a little under the weather, friend?”
 
   Dorvan staggered against one wall and thrust out a palm.  “Get away from me.”
 
   “No, I think I’ll come closer.”
 
   “Help me.”  He blinked groggy eyes and stared downward at one wavering hand.  “I’ve been p-p-poisoned.”
 
   “You were indeed.  By me, in point of fact.  I’m not ashamed to admit my tactics.  Though you’ll be happy to hear it isn’t fatal.  Only deliciously convenient.”
 
   “Who…w-who are you?”
 
   “Who I am doesn’t matter.  I’m more interested in you.  Or rather, your peculiar associates.”
 
   Dorvan lurched away, halting when he glimpsed Ralir and Salir silhouetted in twilight’s fading colors at the pathway’s opposing end.  Despite possessing a lucid mind not dulled by drugs, she had to admit the pair looked unnaturally spooky in ruddy light.  Eyes streaked in red whirled toward Cyriana and he toppled onto his knees. “What do you w-want with me?”
 
   “Nothing nefarious.  Provided you’re cooperative.”
 
   She reached his side, placed one hand on a pounding chest and shoved, knocking Dorvan onto his back without resistance.  Kneeling alongside, Cyriana hooked one forefinger around a chain beyond his doublet.  “Ah, here’s what my heart desires.”
 
   Dazed eyes regarded her with budding alarm.  Even his confused mind grasped disagreeable implications as she yanked the necklace free and offered a wicked smirk.
 
   Cyriana slapped aside feeble hands pawing at her theft and leaned back into a crouch.  “Don’t bother.  You’re in no position to resist.”
 
   “Y-you…miserable…”
 
   Cyriana grasped a quivering chin in one hand and snapped his fumbling mouth shut.  “Be careful what word you choose to describe me.  In a few moments you’ll fall asleep and be at my mercy.  And I’m not above punishing an insensate prick for unkind language.”
 
   “They’ll…kill you.”
 
   “They can try.”  Cyriana stuffed the key and trailing chain into one pocket.  “I’m a professional survivor.”
 
   Dorvan’s tenuous grasp on consciousness ended with a pathetic whimper and he quieted.  Saliva slicked his flushed chin, collecting into a glossy puddle on dirty stone beneath.
 
   She patted his greasy cheek under fluttering eyelids.  “Nighty night, slug.”  Cyriana turned as Aelina sidled closer.  “Meet me at the Wayward Crook alone after sunrise tomorrow.”
 
   “See you then.  Try not to die in the meantime.”
 
   “I’ll give it my best effort.”
 
   Aelina departed while the uncanny twins approached, depositing rope onto damp cobblestones.  Crouching astride Dorvan, they bound wilting limbs and gagged his drooling mouth.
 
   “Dump him out of sight,” instructed Cyriana.  “Then move into place.  We go in an hour.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana slung blackened rope over one shoulder and leaned against a fourth story balustrade decorated with swirling vines.  She inhaled a pungent aroma, scowling at dangling hemp that would hopefully not stain her jacket.  Soaked in pitch and dried under the sun, Aelina assured her the rope was invisible against a night sky from beneath.
 
   Cinian and Darelia Caelius owned an exquisite estate.  With their masters sailing downriver for a fictitious meeting, scant servants and guards remained on duty.  Unlike Destiran’s manor waiting across the street, slipping inside proved effortless.
 
   She shrugged her cord onto the balcony and crouched, knotting one end to a rail.  Cyriana looped the line twice around and tied two half hitches on top of a clove hitch before yanking it taut.  Gods bless cocky sailors for bragging about their craft while transporting passengers.  She owed all her knotting expertise to those foul-mouthed swine.
 
   Collecting a stubby quarrel, Cyriana wrapped her rope’s opposite end around the shaft and completed a slipped constrictor hitch.  She cinched loosely to be certain Carin might still be able to release it, though tight enough for her purposes.  With all knots finished, she pulled gloves over her fingers and waited.  Moonlight piercing scattered clouds soon revealed a shadowy figure laboring opposite the avenue atop Destiran’s roof.  The scrawny form halted and offered a fleeting wave in her direction.  With Carin in position she only needed to await a raucous distraction from the twins.
 
   Cyriana hefted her crossbow, locked whipcord bowstring in place and stood, bracing the stock against one shoulder.  Rattling wheels soon echoed in the night, signalling Cyriana to act.  Sighting with one squinted eye, she loosed the quarrel across a darkened expanse.  The shaft hurtled against masonry, punching a shallow hole into stone and clattering onto the rooftop.  Carin scooped the quarrel with one hand and struggled to slacken rope from fractured wood.
 
   Startled shouts drew her attention to streets beneath, where one runaway carriage plunged downhill atop cobblestones following a helpful shove from the twins.  House guards dived aside as the driverless stagecoach smashed into Destiran’s front gate, snarling gold-plated metal into twisted wreckage.  Sentries staggered upright, retrieved flung pikes and circled the ruined brougham.
 
   Cyriana hitched a satchel over one shoulder and shifted focus toward the opposing roof as Carin righted himself and waved once again.  No more time for introspection.  She grasped a carabiner hanging from her studded belt and snapped it into place around tarred cord.  Aelina could claim whatever she wanted.  Cyriana was reckless, not an idiot.  She swung one leg over the balustrade and lowered herself beneath inky rope.  Grasping the line in either hand, she looped her ankles above and pulled.
 
   Sallow light spilled from lanterns held by additional guards exiting Destiran’s manor to investigate an unknown disturbance.  Muffled voices drifted into Cyriana’s ears from below, drowned by her hoarse breaths.  Muscles quivered through each grinding yard and she blinked away sweat dribbling into her eyes, feeling the carabiner holding ever more of her weight.  Mercifully reaching the target estate, she slapped exhausted hands on marble.
 
   Cyriana hauled herself over a parapet meant to mimic grander citadels, landing on the tiled roof atop shaking legs.  She detached her carabiner and hunkered alongside Carin.  “Nice work, kid.  Now clamber down the mansion and don’t be seen.”
 
   “Good luck in there.”
 
   He jogged to an opposing side and scrambled over the ledge, disappearing with scant noise.  Cyriana removed a hood from the bag and tugged restrictive fabric over her head.  She gazed downward past the parapet, beyond groomed lawn to a trashed gate.  Milling guards continued to examine the carriage while one lugged a wheel from between warped latticework.  Cyriana slipped over, clutched a hanging rope secured by Carin and braced her legs against jutting bricks.  Cramps threatened to unnerve her resolve, yet she banished the pangs to a distant corner of her consciousness.  Threading the rope through her fingers, she abseiled down the estate toward a looming third floor balcony.
 
   When boots touched glazed tiles, Cyriana tossed the line aside and approached shutters locked with a lone latch.  Never underrate the arrogance inherent in a conceited mind.  She had witnessed the same in Hardren’s home.  Destiran felt himself untouchable in the heart of his unscrupulous empire and Cyriana wished to disabuse him of the notion.  She withdrew a slender tool liberated from a friend and wedged it between panels, charming the latch in several tense minutes.  Shutters slid inward and Cyriana slinked through into gloom.
 
   Carpeted flooring led down a darkened corridor to one staircase.  She emerged on the second floor without incident, hugging one wall bathed in shadows until creaking floors made her pause.  Cyriana crouched beside one decorative column supporting a vase and held her breath, waiting for a servant to mosey past.  Alone once again, she prowled deserted hallways toward an office nestled in the northwest corner.  No light shone beneath the entry that she could see, though she still pressed an ear against smooth wood to confirm silence.
 
   Cyriana touched one hand to the doorknob and smirked when it twisted.  The gods were uncharacteristically kind tonight.  Or perhaps Destiran’s unparalleled vanity had insulted an immortal now yearning for revenge.  She was fine with some god using her as an instrument of vengeance.
 
   One middle-aged man wielding a broom glanced toward the door when he heard her intrusion, his pockmarked face twisting in frightened surprise.  It turned out the gods were not so kind on this evening in the end.  The servant was in the midst of plucking something from between stiff bristles, yet was otherwise silent.  Cyriana leaped at the man, whacked aside his broom and snapped one hand over a mouth fumbling for words.  His wriggling body fought to claw free, blowing hot air against her palm until she shook him with gusto.
 
   “Don’t speak and you’ll—”
 
   The bastard clamped down on her fingers in panic, chewing past thin fabric and splitting tender skin.  Cyriana yelped through clenched teeth and hurled the man onto a clean floor.  Looming over him, she wrapped a forearm around his throat from behind and tensed her muscles.  Weakened hands slapped at her face, slipping away as his body wilted in Cyriana’s arms.
 
   She placed the servant on tiles, hearing faint breaths wheeze from his mouth, and ripped her glove free.  Dark trickles slid between two fingers from a jagged bite.  Cyriana tore a thin fabric strip and looped the cloth over moist, aching digits.  Traversing the deviant’s office, she discovered a stout safe tucked beyond one desk.  Crafted by the finest artificer in Asdor via special request, Destiran’s vault was purported to be impenetrable.  Cyriana did not doubt the rumors were true, and thankfully had no intention of testing gossip.  She opened her haversack and retrieved a stolen key, inserting metal into one aperture and turning left three times.
 
   Cyriana withdrew the instrument, set it aside and lifted a vial of grease.  She smeared one finger in lard and coated the keyhole, using a slender pick to force lubricant inside.  Next she slid the second implement into its greased keyhole, this time rotating twice rightward.  Some stubborn resistance slowed the process, and she briefly feared iron had jammed within, yet the turn resumed at a satisfactory speed.
 
   A silent prayer to Aelina in thanks for an exemplary job seemed appropriate, since filing a key required time she likely did not have.  Shaving too closely also left the copied key unable to function at all, and Cyriana worried she did not have the necessary experience to straddle that line.  She ignored a third opening in the vault, nothing more than a dummy to fool potential thieves into believing a final key existed.  Mechanisms released as she finished the insertion, the faint clicks music to her ears.
 
   Cyriana twirled a handle and cranked the iron door ajar.  Parchment sheets littered one shelf above riches glinting in dull moonlight spilling through a window.  Unwilling to devote time needed to decipher one from another, she grabbed each scroll and codex and stuffed the documents into her satchel.  Greedy hands thieved coins, jewels and precious gems, jamming the horde into every orifice on her jacket and pants once the pouch reached capacity.
 
   Overburdened yet pleased, she shut Destiran’s vault and padded to the hallway, skulking past canvas paintings and tapestries.  One further stretch adjoining another passage stood between her and stairs climbing upward.  She moved cautiously on her tiptoes, halting outside one door coated in rich varnish.
 
   Thudding footfalls echoed and Cyriana whirled, sighting a figure hurtling toward her chest.  Anguish ripped through her lungs and she was thrown backward into the door, dazed by blackened spots littering her vision.  Buckling wood ripped from its frame, spilling Cyriana in a heap beyond.  She slewed atop shards and smacked into the balustrade overlooking a two-story library.  Gloved hands grasped her jacket, hauling Cyriana upright and bashing her into the bannister.  She kicked with one boot and ensnared an ankle, twisting her foe off balance.  A fierce shove on the railing brought Cyriana around to face the female guard as an errant fist caught her jawbone.
 
   Cyriana staggered backward and thrust out an arm to deflect the woman’s second punch.  Her countering swing forced the guard to withdraw and Cyriana grasped the weighted haversack as though a mace.
 
   She whipped her satchel, missing the woman high and striking a lantern.  Rippled glass tore off decorative chains and pitched over the rail.  A bony shoulder surged into Cyriana’s gut and she pounded one elbow downward, dislodging the nuisance with a startled grunt.  Cyriana seized a studded doublet and the woman clawed at her grip, crashing into the wooden balustrade.
 
   Frantic movement below caught Cyriana’s eye and she glimpsed a male sentry ascending circular stairs to the upper balcony.  It seemed Salir and Ralir’s exterior distraction had not proved diverting enough.  Each additional goon brought more frustrations she was ill-equipped to counter given her minimal weapons and standing no-kill order.  Grappling to an advantage against the woman, Cyriana bashed her forehead into an inviting nose and flung the wilting body aside with a heavy thump.  She pivoted toward the second watchman and lifted sore fists as he advanced.
 
   Wavering orange spread beyond the shattered lantern and across flooring one story below.  Shelves erupted in flames and disgorged fiery scrolls, bathing the library in an eerie luminescence.  Destiran was a dangerous, unforgiving man, yet Cyriana had not meant to raze his estate.  Remorse might be too strong a word, though she felt slight unease.  The conflicting emotion was mitigated by the fact his overzealous guards were attempting to kill her.
 
   Ignorant or uncaring, the man pursued her with single-minded focus.  She arched beyond and beneath his attacks, parrying clenched hands with a slap whenever one brushed too close.  Smoke distorted the chamber and brought a hint of moisture to her eyes.
 
   “Why are we still fighting?” Cyriana shouted.  “The whole damn place is on fire!”
 
   Knuckles missed her chin by a hairsbreadth and she fell backward into a clumsy lunge.  Cyriana whacked into shelves, tumbling tomes on either side.  Spreading fires glittered along a knife in the guard’s hand and Cyriana snatched a codex as he thrust for her stomach.  Leather and vellum halted an iron tip inches from puncturing her flesh.  She pivoted, lashing the book across her adversary’s face.  He toppled into the bannister and Cyriana hammered the tome against his skull again.  Cracks traced over smoldering wood and the railing collapsed with a spray of splinters.  A choked scream fled the man’s mouth as he plunged over and Cyriana scrambled in retreat.  Fires glowed between floorboards under her boots, spreading through crumbling wood.  Sweltering anguish tore through her scalp and Cyriana ripped the hood off as sparks ignited fabric.  Flames consumed cloth before it even flopped in a heap.
 
   She hauled herself higher using an intact doorframe and gasped for breath in suffocating air.  Floating embers lifted above a carpet of writhing flames devouring the estate.  She recovered her sack and turned to flee, though glimpsed the female sentinel lying prone nearby.  Cursing her sentimental streak, Cyriana wrested the dazed woman onto her feet and into the corridor.  A stern shake returned the guard to her senses.
 
   “Run you bloody halfwit!” Cyriana hollered.  “Or die standing here!”
 
   Hesitant eyes stared at her above a bloody nose, perhaps contemplating a violent response, until the woman scowled and left.  Loyalty to your own life was always a better policy than loyalty to an employer.  Cyriana exemplified the notion.
 
   Tightening the satchel looped over one shoulder, she raced for a flight of stairs.  Cyriana emerged on the third floor, tore down deserted hallways and reached steps rising to the roof.  No chance she was scaling a wall while the manor charred to ash.  A quiet escape using the balcony she entered was out of the question.  Cyriana ascended stairs at a sprint, one upraised arm shielding her mouth from inhaling smoke.  A lone entry barricaded her path to fresh air and she fumbled to unlatch its lock in near blackness.  Dark miasmas enveloped her until a blessed clank sounded.
 
   She pitched the door ajar and flung herself atop tiled roofing amid a haze.  Hoarse coughs and spittle vented from her throat.  Scrabbling on hands and knees, Cyriana struggled upright and sprinted through swirling smoke until she smacked into a carved parapet.  One leg hurled over while she clipped her carabiner into place and found purchase on the ledge.  Cyriana glimpsed hungry flames spewing from balconies beneath while perspiration poured from her sweltering face.  She seized the rope and heaved, struggling to brace her ankles above the shuddering line.  Murky clouds drifted upward, obscuring stars stretching across the sky.
 
   Pain blossomed in her exhausted limbs, yet she forced quavering arms to continue pulling toward the quiet Caelii house and its relative sanctuary.  Damp hair flopped before her eyes and she paused, trembling under the swaying rope.  Tilting her head confirmed the halfway mark still remained some distance away.
 
   A foul stench more pungent than mere fire tickled her nostrils.  Cyriana hefted higher and craned her head beyond boots coated in grime.  An incandescent orange streak fueled by pitch crawled closer with relentless abandon.  “Oh gods.”
 
   One aching hand scrambled farther while she yanked a dagger from her belt.  Cyriana touched a serrated edge to tarred rope and sawed.  “Don’t worry, it’s drenched with pitch, she said.  It’ll be invisible.  I’m going to punch Aelina in the mouth if I survive this.”
 
   Iron chewed through splitting fibres and Cyriana felt herself lurch as the tension lessened.  Scalding heat licked her feet through smoking leather boots.  She gritted her teeth, wrapped one arm around sagging rope and whispered a hasty prayer to whatever god might be willing to smile on a thief.  Cyriana severed final strands and air was ripped from her lungs as she plummeted.  Rope tangling one arm snapped taut, wrenching her flailing body like a pendulum toward the balcony one story lower.
 
   She smashed through shutters and bounced across carpet in fitful tumbles covered with splinters.  Skidding to a halt, Cyriana lay on her back and coughed.  Agony lanced through her bruised body and bloodied saliva spewed from dry lips.  She stomped simmering boots and crawled onto hands and knees, inhaling breaths through a parched throat.  Moist shards of wood were expelled from her mouth with every wretch.  Cyriana raked her hands over carpet, scooping fallen coins and jewels back into burdened pockets.
 
   Rubbing a sore neck, she climbed upright and stared through broken shutters at the inferno.  Flames and churning smoke belched from gutted windows, raining masonry onto grass beneath.  What a bloody disaster this turned into.  It would not be long until Decius learned fires engulfed a certain manor, and Cyriana had no intention to hang around for the Draugan officer’s less than cheerful reply.
 
   She limped toward the bedchamber door, snatching a jeweled necklace and silver ring from one tabletop.  There was still space in her satchel alongside pricey documents, and it would be a shame to depart the Caelii estate without souvenirs.  The entry whacked ajar before she reached it, revealing a stooped man lit by gentle candlelight.  Eyes widened when he sighted her approach and the servant shrieked.  
 
   Cyriana planted palms on his chest and hammered him into a wall.  “Get out of my way.”
 
   She strode past the cowering man and descended steps to the ground floor.  Servants and Caelii house guards scurried amid the foyer, likely awakened by an inexplicable conflagration consuming their neighbor.  Stunned faces soon noticed her trespass and voices cried out.
 
   “Don’t mind me,” Cyriana replied.  “I was leaving.”
 
   “Halt!”
 
   She paused and glanced over one shoulder.  Only two sentinels advanced, wearing quilted jackets and wielding truncheons.  Simple enough.  Cyriana lifted both arms and waited for a telltale footfall to sound behind her.  She whirled and seized a bludgeon in one hand, wrapping her other around the man’s wrist.  Jerking his limb, she tore the weapon from a weakened grip and cuffed his forehead with one end.  He crumpled and she swept the cudgel low, striking the other guard’s thigh.
 
   Cyriana sprang beneath a countering swing, pounded the handle into his sternum and kicked out one ankle.  The sentry collapsed to his knees, yet still struggled to snag her clothing with one hand.
 
   “I’m not supposed to kill tonight,” Cyriana affirmed, lashing bruised knuckles into his face.  “Stop making this harder for me.”
 
   Tossing the baton aside, she paced for the exit but seized a servant’s collar and hauled her close.  “Forget I was here.  Though stay alert in case errant flames creep toward your masters’ house.  Hope you have some buckets on hand.”
 
   A nervous nod greeted her words and Cyriana stepped outside, thrusting one arm upward to shield the scorching heat.  Destiran would be livid when he learned what befell his home.  Holding her haversack and precious cargo in one hand, she strode along the avenue and found refuge in a vacated passageway.  Though it smelled similar to stale feces, any air not inundated with smoke was fresh after this ordeal.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Cyriana eyed a darkened silhouette approaching through the vacant alley mouth and shoved off one wall.  Greasy black hair fell to shoulders clad in a hardened leather jacket like strands of coiled rope.  Unshaved bristles of a matching color dotted his jawbone and throat, scarcely discernible as the courier strode through weak morning light descending to where she awaited.
 
   Recommended through a mutual acquaintance, this one was not a typical courier shuttling missives between giggling lovers.  Only the wealthy hired a man of his talents, adept at completing jobs where legalities were fuzzy notions and secrecy paramount.  Errands promising danger necessitated a sharp-witted messenger swift with a blade.
 
   The courier halted with one cracked rawhide glove clutching a sweat-stained grip strapped to his hip.  “There is nary a soul more dangerous or destructive…”
 
   “Than one who wholeheartedly believes in what he is doing,” concluded Cyriana.
 
   His threatening stance softened, though did little to hide the stiffness inherent in his mannerisms.  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, friend.”
 
   “Pretty esoteric, using a quote from Endrir the Elder as your phrase.”
 
   “An underappreciated mind.  Give me what you wish delivered.”
 
   Cyriana handed him the ledger wrapped in oilcloth and bound with twine.  “A simple manuscript.”
 
   “Those who seek  to employ me rarely dabble in the simplistic.”  The ludicrously valuable package vanished into a haversack hitched around one shoulder.  “Who are you eager to avoid entanglements with?”
 
   “The Empire, along with potentially pissed off bounty hunters.  I don’t fool around when it comes to earning enmity.”
 
   “Fortunate for you I’ve dealt with both.  Where’s it to be sent?”
 
   “Down the Honeywater River to Ercora.”
 
   The courier licked amber teeth.  “Several days’ sail from here.  Won’t be a cheap venture, given distance and your knack for attracting the wrong enemies.”
 
   “Didn’t imagine it would be.  I’ve the funds on me.”
 
   “Five silver upfront, plus another three on completion.  Imperial denarii or Asdori suns makes no difference.”
 
   “I had something else in mind.”  Cyriana slipped her hand into one pocket and fished a gold brooch studded in diamonds.  “I’m regrettably short on coinage these days.  But it seems wherever I go items like this are carelessly left lying around.”
 
   He accepted the jewelry and examined it within a shaft of sunlight trickling into the alley.  “A suitable compromise.  Though this only provides for my upfront payment.  I still expect compensation on completion.”
 
   “You’ll have it.  Once in Ercora find the Hundred-Year Door alehouse near the waterfront.  The proprietor is a man named Wither.  Place the bundle into his hand yourself.  Give it to no one else.  He’ll pay you an additional three silver for your services.”
 
   “Have a message for him?”
 
   “Tell Wither Tala sends her regards and a promise for reimbursement.”
 
   “Consider the package delivered.”  The courier made no allowance for decorum, merely withdrawing with neither a word nor backward glance.
 
   Having concluded her business, Cyriana tucked hair still dusted in soot behind an ear and journeyed toward the Wayward Crook for a conversation with Aelina.  She traversed infrequently trod pathways where the ascending sun had not yet reached.  A woman hunted by the Draugan Empire and criminal factions needed to be sensible after all.
 
   Daylight had a tendency to depopulate alehouses, serving as an unwelcome blight in the bloodshot eyes of perpetual tavern clientele.  Naturally this was a boon to someone with wits to spare.  These dingy locales were ideal for clandestine meets in the hours after sunrise when its most recent patrons had shambled home and few others resided within.  She planted a palm on faded paint and shoved the entry ajar, stepping through to discover an almost empty chamber redolent with the musty scent from an evening’s revelry.  Serving staff busied themselves cleaning floors and rearranging furniture, either not noticing or not caring Cyriana had entered.
 
   She surveyed the dim interior and strolled for a table nestled amid the far corner.  Movement snagged her peripheral vision and she turned to glimpse the other woman slip out from behind a wooden pillar.
 
   Aelina walloped Cyriana on a shoulder, pitching her into one wall.  “Are you insane?”
 
   “What are you babbling about?”
 
   “You torched a dangerous man’s estate.”  Aelina jabbed a finger against Cyriana’s forehead.  “What is wrong with you?”
 
   She batted the offending digit aside.  “Plan didn’t go as planned.  I improvised.”
 
   “You’re a walking dead woman.  All because you couldn’t pilfer some parchment without turning into an arsonist.”
 
   Cyriana sat while Aelina claimed her own chair.  After a moment she groaned to discover her trousers had adhered to an unknown sticky substance, before shifting her focus to Aelina once more.  “This is even better.”
 
   “You have lost your mind.”
 
   “Destiran doesn’t know what I stole.  He’ll probably figure the ledger burned to a crisp and isn’t likely to take precautions.  Meaning he’s vulnerable.  A man’s weakest when he thinks he’s safe.  Time to exploit.”
 
   “You were seen last night, Cy.”  Aelina sipped wine and wiped a droplet from her lips with one thumb.  “Never a good thing.”
 
   “That ungrateful woman,” she murmured.  “Probably the guard.  Even after I saved her ungrateful life.”
 
   “Did you recognize her?”
 
   “Who knows?  The frigging room was smoky as hell.  I didn’t have the wherewithal to conduct a proper risk assessment.  Maybe I threatened her before.  I’ve bullied my fair share over the years.  This is what I get for a moment of misguided compassion.”
 
   “And for being known in thieving circles.  I always reckoned your reputation would be the death of you.  Destiran is keeping quiet, but word’s gone out to the right folks.  There’s a bounty on your head.”
 
   “Not surprising.  Might be wise if I slipped town then.”
 
   “You think?”  She wrinkled her nose and swallowed another mouthful.  “You smell like a damned fire pit, by the way.”
 
   “I haven’t found the time for a bath.”  Cyriana stood, depositing a leather purse into Aelina’s hand.  “I’m trusting you to share this with Carin and the creepy twins.  Whatever you think their part is worth.”  She withdrew a necklace wrapped in cloth, placing it alongside.  “This one is yours.  For the crap I put you through.  Should fetch you plenty.”
 
   “And your deal with the Draugans?”
 
   “Screw them.  They offered my freedom, which I’m already enjoying.  I can find others who’ll pay gold to blackmail Destiran.  I aim to see how much.”
 
   Aelina clasped her hand around Cyriana’s.  “It was nice knowing you while still alive.”
 
   “Hush.  This isn’t a death sentence.  Not if I’m careful.”
 
   “When are you ever?”
 
   “I’ll make this a first.”  Cyriana smiled and turned to depart.  “Stay safe, Aelina.”
 
   “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I usually don’t.  But it hasn’t proved fatal thus far.”
 
   *
 
   Cyriana grunted in pain as her skull smacked into a brick wall.  Garlic exuded from the burly man with a hands-on philosophy regarding threats.  A wiry female stood beyond his shoulder, while one male companion waited a few yards distant.  Draped in the alley’s shadows, none looked personable or keen to converse.
 
   The man shoved his forearm into her throat, pinning Cyriana in place.  “Damn stupid choice.  Might even prove fatal.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” she panted.  “And here I am still standing.”
 
   “Not this time.  You’ll wish you never tried running.”
 
   “I was on my way to see Decius.”
 
   “On the opposite side of the city from his office?  Nearly a stone’s throw from the northern gate?  You must think us fools.”
 
   “More like violent thugs.”
 
   “Cute.  What’ve you done with the ledger?”
 
   She shrugged as though discussing bland weather.  “Don’t have it.  Never did.”
 
   “Then you’re justifying the torture option.  It’s an efficient tool.”
 
   Cyriana eyed the unshaven man dressed in shabby street clothes.  Still no weapons were in hand, though she did not doubt each carried concealed blades.  Lacking uniforms and discernible identification, these individuals could only call one organisation home.
 
   “You must be Krypteia,” she affirmed.  “I didn’t know Decius had enough influence with the Empire’s secret police.  Got any proof you’re sanctioned agents rather than thugs?  Or do I only have your word?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter who we are.  You’re getting dragged back regardless.”
 
   “You’re right.  I can’t coerce you to share names with me.”  She tilted her head sideward toward the alley mouth and smiled.  “But I suspect they’ll demand to see evidence.”
 
   Confusion flickered across his scabrous face.  “Who—”
 
   Cyriana pounded one boot into the nearest crate, sending a rusted bucket crashing onto cobbles.  Patrolling legionaries cast helmed gazes into the alley and even from a distance Cyriana glimpsed concern on their faces.  The soldiers lowered hands to sword pommels at the sight of three ruffians shoving her against a wall.
 
   “Help!” she howled, pouring desperation into her cracking voice.  “They’re trying to kill me!”
 
   “Shut your damned mouth,” her captor hissed, heaving Cyriana against the wall.
 
   She smirked and hushed her voice to a whisper.  “Yeah, keep abusing me.  I’m sure it’ll look good to the soldiers.”
 
   He yanked Cyriana forward, though kept a vice grip on her forearm.  Five legionaries assembled in a line, their postures almost daring a challenge against army authority.  “This is a misunderstanding,” one agent claimed.
 
   “Open your hands,” ordered a soldier.  She narrowed suspicious eyes and wrapped fingers around the hilt hanging from her waist.
 
   The principle operative nodded and his companions straightened, lifting both arms with empty palms.  Cyriana wanted to gloat and sneer, but she had to persist in her charade.  Four legionaries donned helms crowned with white and black plumes, signifying common grunts.  The final soldier wore the single red feather of an officer.  She directed haunted eyes toward him.
 
   “P-please.  They threatened to hurt me.”
 
   The agent restraining her shook with fury and tightened his grasp.  “Lying filth!”
 
   “Release her at once,” commanded the officer.
 
   “You’re making a mistake.”
 
   “I’ll struggle to live with the consequences.  Do as I command and unhand the woman now.”
 
   Fuming with anger, the man pushed Cyriana away and upraised bare hands.  “My name is Trallis Sarlan.  We’re Krypteian operatives tasked with apprehending this fugitive thief.”
 
   “What’re her alleged crimes?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to discuss details.”
 
   A scowl stretched across the officer’s weathered skin.  “Try again, boy.  You’ll do nothing but implicate yourself in wrongdoing and piss me off if you stay tight-lipped.”
 
   “Information.  She absconded with valuable documents.”
 
   “I don’t know what they’re talking about,” Cyriana pleaded.  “I have nothing!”
 
   The officer lifted a finger to silence her interruption and eyed the simple clothing she wore.  “Don’t see where she could’ve hidden scrolls on her person.”
 
   “She doesn’t have it with her at present,” Trallis said.
 
   “How convenient.  I’ll admit her tale is looking more believable with each answer you give.”
 
   “If you interfere with our investigation you’ll be stripped of titles and imprisoned according to Imperial law.”
 
   “Fancy words and nothing more.  I don’t see you leaping to prove your case beyond threats.”
 
   Another legionary flicked wavering eyes to his officer.  “Krypteia agents carry medallions, don’t they?”
 
   “We don’t have any with us,” conceded Trallis.  “We’re under the command of Legatus Decius Thanren.”
 
   “Aye, and anyone could claim they were,” the officer retorted.  “Words alone are meaningless.  And your remaining options limited.”
 
   “Then take us directly to the Legatus and bring an end to this sordid affair.”
 
   “A reasonable method for sorting fact from fiction.  We’ll escort you and learn the truth one way or another.  Should you be lying, our response will be unforgiving.”
 
   Trallis thrust a forefinger at Cyriana and glowered.  “She comes with us.”
 
   Pawing at her collar, she uttered heaving breaths and tried to squeeze moisture from her eyes.  “I need to get out of this alley.  I can’t breathe.”
 
   “Don’t let her leave your sight!” shouted Trallis.
 
   The officer consented and guided her into daylight on the boulevard’s edge.  Pedestrians ambled along storefronts while carts clattered behind lumbering oxen.  Cyriana noted a horse-drawn brougham travelling closer along the road at a relaxed pace, mentally ticking off seconds in her head.  Proper timing was an art form.
 
   “Thank you,” she blurted.  “I don’t know what they would’ve done to me.”
 
   “I’m afraid your ordeal isn’t over.  Regardless of that man’s intentions, he was correct.  You’ll need to come with us until we can verify or deny their claim.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good.”  He shifted his stance to stare back into the alley.  “Then I need you—”
 
   Cyriana clutched his helm in both hands, yanked downward and jammed a knee into his crotch.  He crumpled to the ground wheezing and Cyriana rendered him insensate with a boot to his head.  Shouts erupted from his companions and blades were unsheathed, threatening all manner of harm to her person.
 
   A panicked screech echoed from Trallis.  “Stop her, you imbeciles!”
 
   She surged through milling crowds with a liberal use of her elbows, smacking unwary citizens blundering into her path.  Clacking armor and drumming footfalls echoed close behind.  The stagecoach rumbled nearer and its hapless driver glimpsed her audacious intentions too late for avoidance.
 
   Cyriana leapt atop the carriage and slammed a shoulder into the startled man, ripping reins from his hands.  She lashed leather at equine rumps, spurring the horses into a chaotic gallop.  The stagecoach bounded over rutted cobblestones, tossing Cyriana amid an ungainly lurch.  She held on for dear life beside a horrified driver wailing and hugging the bench.  Charging horses hurtled beyond spooked oxen and screaming pedestrians while muffled shrieks echoed from within the passenger compartment.
 
   A gauntlet crawled toward her boot and she squirmed aside, noticing a legionary clinging in desperation to the brougham.  Cyriana frowned and indulged a moment to grudgingly admire his backbone.  She respected tenacity coupled with a willful disregard for one’s own safety, though not as much today.  The moment she granted him was fleeting.  Then she planted a heel into the man’s face when it poked higher, knocking him into a tangled jumble of armor and bruised flesh skidding over stone.  Harnesses and wooden components squealed displeasure as the horses swept through a curve, pitching the carriage aslant onto two wheels.  Uttering a maniacal chortle, Cyriana straightened their course and sighted a suitable exit location.
 
   She slapped reins into the befuddled driver’s hands once more and raised herself into a crouch.  “Thanks for the ride!”
 
   Cyriana dived clear and sprawled amid a vegetable stand, rupturing through wood and crushing produce.  Juices spattered her face and rolling squashes enveloped her sunken form.  She cursed and struggled to extricate herself, grimacing as she tore a finger-sized splinter from one thigh.  Drenched with fluids and smearing footprints on stone, she limped for the nearest alleyway.  Cyriana spat vegetable seeds laced with blood from her mouth and wiped a moist chin, relieved to find no pursuing soldiers.
 
   She hoped the extravagant amount that courier charged was a worthwhile investment.  Destiran’s ledger had darn well better be waiting for her in Ercora when she arrived.  Knowing the legionaries and Krypteians would seal the gates to foot traffic, she tore her gaze from looming land walls and retraced a path into the city’s heart.  Absurd as it sounded, a river barge downstream was now the safest route.
 
   She hitched her loose belt higher, plucked squash from untamed hair and slipped into a narrow passage, striding for the harbor.  And the fortune that awaited.
 
   * * *
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Chapter 1
 
   When cities spanning the breadth of Encrin today were but grassy mounds and fallow fields, Adaven awed the world.  Capital for the ancient My’shi, its towers touched the clouds while other cultures dwelled in mud huts and wore animal skins.  Truths turned to myths and rumors long ago in the city of splendors.
 
   Nytehl Hesina, Sojourns
 
   274 Black Ruin, Year of the Nurturing Brook
 
    
 
   329 Black Ruin, Year of the Unblinking Sky
 
   19 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Layara fidgeted with a doeskin glove and nudged the lacquered wooden door open, offering a brisk nod to guards poised beyond the entryway.  Unbound brown hair swayed as she strode past heartwood columns into the First Hall.  Gold and royal blue tapestries hung from stone walls above stern portraits illustrating her forebears.
 
   Fading sunlight spilled through stained glass windows, splashing the chamber with dim hues.  Flames whirled atop beeswax candles standing on bronze pedestals, the flickering illumination banishing shadows.  Wreathed in a blazing fireplace, two figures stood before one table crowning a dais.
 
   Lincema Erodin ran a hand gloved in cotton over a bushy auburn beard flecked with silver and grinned at his daughter’s approach.
 
   “Littlebend remains the Empire’s sole foothold within our borders,” Brynn affirmed, rapping a bare knuckle on the vellum map.  “Supplied well enough, but the city’s walls and keep are in disrepair.”
 
   “And should it come to a siege?” inquired Lincema.
 
   “Starving Littlebend into submission might last upwards of eight months.”
 
   Layara glanced at her brother and glowered.  “How many Almayans live there?  Occupying Draugan troops will hoard what meager food supplies can be found.  Then they’ll corral the populace into congested slums and leave them to butcher one another over scraps.  Those are our people, Brynn.  Don’t forget that.”
 
   “War makes for difficult choices.  I don’t glorify the decision, but I suspect they’d consider it a worthy sacrifice for the sake of their country.”
 
   “Naturally, since corpses can’t tell you otherwise.”
 
   Lincema cleared his throat, a habitual noise used to cease bickering siblings.  “And storming the walls, what might that cost us?”
 
   “A city of that size, with shoddy fortifications in some places and hardened veterans holding the battlements alongside recruits…say four or five thousand troops if all goes well.  More if it does not.”
 
   “A damn sight better than thirty thousand civilians,” murmured Layara.
 
   “Our responsibility is to all Almaya, sister.  Not only to those unlucky enough to be in Littlebend.”
 
   “Even if we were able to batter down the walls and take the city in one night we’d leave a trail of dead civilians,” Lincema remarked, puncturing the words with a mournful head shake.  “And you know this, Layara.”
 
   “Better that we end the war in the field.”
 
   “It would be ideal,” her brother agreed.  “Perhaps the Draugans will even grant your entreaty.  But we must prepare knowing details in war are rarely, if ever, ideal.”
 
   Lincema folded arms across a chest ornamented with an enmeshed pattern depicting stylistic daggers in gold and blue.  “I fear Brynn is right, though the admission grieves me.  The Empire will cling to Littlebend with tenacity, and it will fall to us to evict them if we wish to see Almaya independent once more.  Its dead inhabitants may well assure freedom for others.  Our displeasure over the task cannot stop us from carrying it out.”
 
   Layara gazed at the map before flicking gray eyes toward her father.  “Thoran and his troop still haven’t returned from the Bearswood.”
 
   “And what does Lord Arayla have to say for his wayward son?” inquired Lincema.
 
   “That he’s most likely off trailing grizzlies.  Thoran’s gone on similar excursions before.  Sometimes for days on end and often at inopportune times.  He thinks himself a dangerous hunter, apparently.”
 
   “Only because the bears are tamer near Dalonthell,” Brynn muttered.
 
   “I wish that boy acted more like an Arayla and less like a poacher,” affirmed Lincema.  “I have little need for the impractical skills of the latter.”
 
   Brynn scratched an eyebrow and shrugged with indifference.  “Thoran’s a pompous twit.  We don’t lose much if he forgets to join us on the march.  Lady Tyona brought far more troops from Valmorra and her children have the decency to show a touch of propriety.  Thoran can wander the woods sniffing bear feces for all I care.”
 
   “I don’t disagree,” Layara confessed.  “Lord Arayla didn’t seem all too concerned, either.  I get the sense his younger son shoulders their father’s weighty expectations.”
 
   A gravelly guffaw wheezed from Brynn’s throat.  “Little wonder why.  Morthan can attend fancy dinners and schmooze the nobility while his elder brother prances through meadows and smells daisies.”
 
   Creaking groans pulled Layara’s stare to oaken doors.  Flanked by soldiers bearing spears, iron hinges clanked as the barricade thrust inward.  Lincema descended brief steps on the dais with a grin decorating his face and trod velvet carpet lining a stone floor to the entryway.
 
   In strode an unremarkable man late into his fifth decade with slender, almost delicate features.  High cheekbones brushed sunken eyes, his willowy brows colored like burnt chestnuts.  Oils and moistened beads glistened on his shaved pate.  A crimson cuirass rested against his chest, inlaid with spiralling gold and onyx, and a violet cloak cascaded over slim shoulders.  Adorning his breastplate was an antlered elk head, the sigil for House Venshal.
 
   A sheathed longsword strapped to his waist clinked against iron armor with each stride, its lavish ivory grip wrapped in supple black leather.  Brath yanked off a gauntlet and clasped his palm into Lincema’s outstretched hand, a wry smile tracing its lines across the younger man’s dainty features.
 
   Lincema clapped a gloved hand on Brath’s pauldron.  “It is good to see you, friend.”
 
   “And you,” Brath remarked with a faint nod.
 
   “The army readies to march south and end this war.  To have you riding beside me once again will be a welcome sight.”
 
   “As when we were young men?”  A smirk tugged at thin lips.  “We waved the Empire’s banner then.”
 
   “Aye, we did.  Once.”  Lincema beckoned for Brath to traverse the hall.  “What news do you bring from Cingas?”
 
   Sparkles shone on delicate golden wires woven into Brath’s armor as he paced beside Lincema.  “Little news these days, I’m afraid.  The populace remains committed to our cause for now, though I fear they don’t have the stomach for this protracted war.  Trade has dwindled and support is as precarious as it ever was.  It would take scant more than a dust cloud from approaching legions to squash their resolve.”
 
   “Regrettable, though not unexpected.”  Lincema came to rest alongside the pine table and motioned with one hand.  “You remember my children, yes?”
 
   “Children?  I thought them your senior retainers.”
 
   “My firstborn, Brynn.”
 
   “A man grown,” declared Brath.  “Hardly the scampering, mischievous boy with skinned knees I recall from years past.”
 
   Brynn grinned sheepishly at the friendly words.  “I’ll be twenty years this winter.”
 
   “I have difficulty remembering where all those years have gone.  Will you be riding south in the main column?”
 
   “Yes, my lord.  At its head, with my father.”
 
   Lincema gestured across the tabletop.  “And Layara, my eldest daughter.  Last month marked her seventeenth Naming Day.”
 
   “Well met,” Brath said.
 
   She inclined her head, keeping a hand on the bastard sword strapped to her left hip.  “Likewise, my lord.”
 
   “You must certainly be thirsty,” Lincema announced, stepping toward a side table.  He unstoppered cork from one glass decanter and poured wine into a goblet.  “Hesperian gold from the chardonnay vineyards beyond Bryony.  A sweet variety from 321.  The oaken fermentation gifts it with a rich flavor of cloves.”
 
   “My thanks.”  Brath accepted the proffered refreshment, sniffed sparkling liquid and sipped in delicate increments.  “And where is your charming wife?  I’ve missed her sharp wit.”
 
   “Alas, Feyla is stricken by fever and bedridden for a time.”
 
   “Nothing serious, I hope.”
 
   “Galen Talfrey assures me otherwise; it is merely an imbalance in the humors.  She was leeched two days past and doesn’t even require shadesong to dull the senses.  My youngest daughter Ely sits at Feyla’s side, doing what she can to care for her mother.”  Lincema waved his hand as if to shoo a buzzing insect.  “But we’ve more pressing matters to discuss, I think.  What troops have you brought?”
 
   “Fifteen hundred light infantry.  The weather has been capricious of late and my heavy troops were bogged down in dense rains.  Their eventual arrival will bring my complement to eight thousand.  Four thousand fewer than I hoped, as we still have yet to replenish our ranks after last year’s Lorentarthese campaign.  Lord Malin fares worse, from what my scouts tell me.”
 
   “Unfortunately true.  He has with him only five thousand.”
 
   Brath ran one gentle finger along the Old Imperial Way snaking through Almaya and into the Empire’s heart.  “And once we march, what do we face?”
 
   “The Draugans are regrouping here, best as we can tell,” Lincema avowed, tapping a forefinger upon the vellum map’s illustrated contours.  “Seven legions encamped on the plains north of Tarn, only a few leagues distant from Littlebend.  Four legions are newly raised levies.  But the other three are veteran units who have already shed blood in this war, including the Tenth Legion.  And to compound our difficulties, their bungling field commander was sadly sacked.  I liked the inept man.  His replacement is High Legatus Mallick Erris.  Against them we can field thirty-one thousand.”
 
   “The numerical advantage will be theirs.”
 
   “It will be.  As it was five months previous at Soyhor Pass, and we bloodied their noses well enough.”
 
   “The same was not true on the shores of Lake Ossaia, as Lady Tyona’s youngest son learned.  Is this wise?”
 
   “The dead have nothing to learn, my friend.  But we who are still among the living must do what is necessary.”  Lincema lifted his eyes from the map to glimpse Lord Venshal.  “How long will the weather delay your heavy infantry?”
 
   “No more than three days, I suspect.”
 
   Brynn cast an inquisitive expression toward his father.  “We can’t hope to challenge the Empire’s legions without the levies from Cingas.  Not if Erris commands their army, and not with the Tenth in attendance.”
 
   Layara casually tucked both thumbs into the slight belt looped about her waist.  “Yeah, but three days’ worth of sitting on our collective arses?”
 
   “Additional delay might well cede initiative to the Draugans,” Lincema declared.
 
   Brath traced a lone finger along his smooth jawbone.  “In this I must apologize.  But even without my forces the allied army can still prevent the Empire from pushing northward and hold their legions to the outskirts of Tarn.  Once the full weight of Cingas stands beside you, only then will we force battle.”
 
   “Agreed,” Lincema conceded.  “We shall ride tonight, as intended.  Are your fifteen hundred able to join us on the road?”
 
   “Regrettably no.  Beating rains spoiled our supplies in great numbers.  We barely had what was needed to reach your gates and the heavy infantry fares no better.  I would not have my soldiers as a burden on your march.  The few among us already here will provision and hold.”
 
   A begrudging sigh escaped Lincema’s lips.  “If you must.  Make southward with all haste at first opportunity.  See that there are no further delays.”
 
   “It will be done.”  Brath flicked a dirt clump from under his index finger.  “What force will remain behind in Adaven?”
 
   “Three hundred troops to impose order.  A pitifully small complement and nearly all raw recruits to boot.  Excitable and eager to prove, perhaps, but the entire lot is untried and green save a few aging veterans with too many winters to their names.”  Lincema placed both hands on the dusky table and hunched his back.  Faint ripples creased beige illustrations as wood beneath moaned in protest.  “Would that I could thrust a blade into the hand of every man, woman and child within our walls and send them to kill Draugans.”
 
   Brath swallowed a final trickling mouthful and set his goblet down.  “An outlook I share.”
 
   “Two centuries suffering through occupation,” Lincema said, “at an end.  After four long years of war our ancestors’ dream is within grasp and I mean to seize it.  Brynn, escort Lord Venshal to his quarters and prepare the army to march.  Lord Arayla will coordinate with you.”
 
   “Yes, father.”
 
   Lincema watched Brath and his son depart the chamber and placed a hand on Layara’s forearm.  “Stay with me a moment longer.  We’ve matters to discuss that must be seen to while I am away.”
 
   *
 
   Golden swaths swept across a pink sky sprinkled with wispy clouds, harkening twilight’s arrival and bathing Adaven in a pale glow.  Caressing breezes stirred Layara’s hair into restlessness and she tucked strands behind one ear.  Leaning on the stone windowsill in one of Silverspire’s myriad towers, she glimpsed her father and brother riding from the keep.  Dust swirled aloft behind clapping hooves and glistened in the day’s waning sunlight.  Blue and gold banners fluttered above cavalry, bearing the standard for House Erodin.  The small force cantered along a cobblestone avenue leading to Eternity Gate, beyond which awaited the encamped army.  Canvas tents and tarpaulins littered the rugged horizon, barely discernible to Layara’s acute eyes.  She wished more than anything to be among their number.
 
   Her gaze drifted downward to cardinal tiles topping sloped rooftops.  Spiralling plants and flowers spilled from windows and lined colonnaded verandas.  Adaven was a veritable artistic palette, renowned for its elegance.  Functionality had always placed a distant second to beauty in this ancient capital.
 
   Granite chilled her bare forearms and raised goose bumps on pale skin.  Layara rubbed lumpy flesh and exited the room, scuffing grubby floor with her feet.  She meandered through hallways ornamented with embroidered draperies and descended a winding staircase of depressed stone.  Soon she stood outside a doorway guarded by soldiers gripping spears in gauntleted hands.  Arched windows lighted the corridor and overlooked a sprawling ivy courtyard below, where trilling songbirds flitted amid pathways and groomed shrubbery.
 
   Layara touched a brass knob portraying a roaring grizzly head and twisted, entering the bedchamber.  Her mother’s pallid face peeked above woolen covers and bear furs.  Moisture slicked a carafe of iced water resting on the bedside table, reflecting light from a burning fireplace.  Delicate squeaks sounded from the rocking chair Ely perched in, her intense focus devoted downward.  She crudely stabbed a hooked needle into fabric balanced on her blanketed lap, muttering dissent with each poke.  Layara smirked at her little sister’s frustration while Ely wrangled against a knotted spool of lilac yarn, serving only to increase curses.
 
   Nonchalantly leaning against the threshold, Layara tapped a knuckle to announce her presence.  Ely peeked up from tangled handiwork and flashed an infectious smile.  Dimples cut into her rouged cheeks and she squinted, causing creases to etch the corners of her eyes beneath untamed curls.
 
   “Still sleeping, is she?”
 
   “Yep,” Ely answered, looking at their mother.  “She’s in and out all day long.  Tends to be out more though.”
 
   “And how goes your lovely art?”
 
   “This is a stupid hobby.”  Ely lifted her left hand and waggled reddened fingertips smeared with pinprick welts.  “I don’t know why mom even suggested it.”
 
   “Because crocheting is pointless busy work.  And you’re in need of it.  Have you even seen the sun lately?”
 
   “I see the sun plenty when it shines through the window.  Sometimes it comes close to touching me in the afternoon.”
 
   Layara pushed off the doorframe and wove a circuitous route toward the lone window, glancing between it and her sister.  “I’m being serious, Ely.  Past time you got out and did something.  A few more days of this and you’ll have to relearn how to ride a horse.”
 
   “Mom needs me here.”
 
   “For what, I wonder?  What crucial help are you giving when she sleeps through the entire day?  No reason to pour her water or fetch anything.  Not much point talking to her at the moment, either.  And I’m not sure how much I like this self-induced torture you’ve got going on there,” Layara added, gesturing toward the crochet.
 
   “But if she wakes up and I’ve gone—”
 
   “Then she can call to the guards outside her door.”  Layara folded arms across her chest and sighed.  “Mom will be fine on her own.”
 
   “Sure you’re not venting about being stuck here yourself?”
 
   Doves pecked at dishevelled feathers and cooed on a nearby ledge, gripping their tiny talons into stone.  “Maybe a little.”
 
   Ely lifted her shoulders in a reasonably unsympathetic shrug.  “Dad needs someone here to govern.”
 
   “Haven’t even been in charge for an hour and I’ve already gotten my first request for a petition from the Guild of Goldsmiths for tomorrow.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Damned if I know, and I couldn’t care less.  Apparently some trade emporium is clamoring for an audience, too.  Plus the Carpentry Union and Stonemason Combine are in yet another godsdamned feud and want arbitration.  And no matter who I choose to admit first, it’ll piss off the other one and they’ll fling petty accusations of favoritism at me.  But it’s not as if I could possibly bring in both groups at the same time.  No, that’d erupt into a bloody screaming match.  Beyond our walls this war is still being fought and they’re bickering over these meaningless concerns like it’s peacetime.”  Layara touched fore and middle fingers to her temples and massaged.  “I haven’t seen any of their faces yet and my head’s already started throbbing.”  She clapped her hands together and stepped away from the window.  “I need to go loose some arrows at stuff.”
 
   “Always seems to makes you feel better,” Ely stated, shifting her attention to again manipulating a needle trailing yarn.  “You should hire an artist to paint all those guild idiots.  Then you could shoot them.”
 
   “Oh I’m sure dad would be thrilled with that.  ‘What’d you do while I was away?’ ‘Just put the likeness of people I don’t care for on hay bales so I could kill them at my leisure time and again.’”
 
   “Dad would loose arrows before getting rid of them.  We both know it.”
 
   “He would, too.”  Layara casually peeked over Ely’s shoulder on the way to the door.  “That’s terrible, you know.”
 
   Ely smacked both hands into her lap.  “I don’t need to be told that to know it’s true!”
 
   *
 
   Layara tugged off cured leather gloves and slapped them onto one whitewood chair with a mumbled expletive.  Her waxed bowstring had snagged on doeskin and torn a gaping hole the length of her index finger; an occurrence that was most assuredly not supposed to happen.  In the morning she planned to inquire about having it mended.  Layara was fond of those gloves, after all.
 
   She deposited her clothing and accoutrements in a heap before flopping into bed wearing only a light undershirt.  Howling laughter drifted from a nearby hall, echoes from Galen Talfrey regaling Steward Varin with salacious tales of his early life studying in Starwatch Tower.  Difficult as it was to imagine the wizened galen being capable of such things, she nonetheless chuckled alongside the pair for a brief time.
 
   Layara burrowed her head into a goose down pillow, willing the night to quieten.  Drudgery and boredom awaited her in the morning, and there was no avoiding that.
 
   Father, she mused in frustration, what horrors have you left me to face?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   More than one unforgiveable truth was birthed amid night’s dark embrace.
 
   Mallene Thevara, Among Faceless Shadows
 
   292 Black Ruin, Year of the Veiled Fortune
 
    
 
   20 Kilessin
 
    
 
   Muted glints of silvery moonlight drifted through mauve drapery.  Layara rubbed bleary eyes and cast furs off her body, wiping droplets from a clammy forehead.  Embers twinkled atop scorched logs in the fireplace and one smoke thread curled upward beyond blackened stone bricks.
 
   A hushed clatter penetrated Silverspire’s walls, banishing weariness from Layara’s features.  She kicked aside tousled linen sheets and smacked her feet onto carpet, listening for further noise.  Muffled shouts shattered the night’s stillness and Layara felt her bones chill.
 
   Lunging across the chamber, she pulled her cotton tunic and ebony leggings on, yanked a vermilion doublet atop and fastened ivory buttons.  She lashed boiled leather vambraces on each forearm, cinched a belt about her waist and thrust bare feet into cold buckskin boots.  Finally Layara retrieved a scabbarded bastard sword and affixed it to her rawhide belt.  Grasping a verdant shagreen grip, she swept the weapon from its bronze-rimmed sheath and held it aloft.  Clenching the granulated surface calmed trembling fingers amid distant shrieks.
 
   Pallid silver and orange from moons and simmering fire danced along the brandished blade in an eerie luminance.  Layara dashed to the entryway and tugged on heavy oak, spilling yellow light from a lit hallway beyond.   Lavender carpeting lined the corridor, with potted plants and wavering sconces at irregular intervals along its length.
 
   Adjoining the passage opposite her was Ely’s bedchamber, which proved to be empty.  Her young sister frequently spent nights in a cushioned chair at their mother’s side, so her absence was not yet cause for concern.  Indistinct sounds lingered in the air, drawing nearer with each stride through the empty corridor.  At its end Layara descended a staircase and emerged in one of Silverspire’s various halls.  Vases and amphorae stood on small marble columns beneath woven tapestries and canvas oil paintings framed in gold.
 
   Blazes glowed atop torches throughout the vaulted hall.  In its center rested an elegant table and four accompanying chairs carved from lavish cherrywood in the Melvosi style.  Exquisite and colored with subtle red hints, cherrywood fixtures were notoriously fragile.  Currently the furnishings housed discarded ceramic tea cups and crumbly sweet tarts.  Remains from Talfrey and Varin’s jovial late night gathering, which kitchen servants should have long since swept aside.
 
   Stifled cries echoed through branching corridors and chambers, greeting her approach.  Layara slipped across the room and drew one door inward.  Creaking wood was silenced when a gauntleted hand clamped down a mere hairsbreadth from her face.  Squealing hinges resounded and ironwood hurtled into her chest, ripping air from burning lungs.  She toppled backward gasping for breath.
 
   Layara sprawled on flooring as an armored figure surged into the hall, hands clutching a stained broadsword.  Fiery radiance played across the iron suit he wore and coarse stubble the color of cracked pepper coated flesh left uncovered by his halfhelm.  Dark eyes gazed at her prone form beyond rounded slits and his weapon lifted for a killing thrust.  She scrambled to her knees and pounced across gold carpet, hearing the piercing clash of his blade gouging into fabric and stone.
 
   With a flourishing whirl Layara leapt upright and clasped both hands around her sword grip.  A sadistic smirk bared the intruder’s yellowed teeth as he hefted his broadsword with a growl.  Quilted violet wool draped loose atop his cuirass, and emblazoned on the surcoat was an elk’s head sprouting forked antlers.  The cloth was besprinkled with red splotches and droplets reeking of cheap rum.
 
   Bracing leather soles on a lavish rug, Layara sprang at the man.  She feinted toward his knee and speared upward, thwarted by a rapid parry.  Her adversary shifted into a low stance and unleashed three successive slashes at Layara’s right arm.  Staggered blocks forced the broadsword aside and she responded with a wild thrash that rattled against the upraised iron vambrace on his forearm.  Layara’s swift thrust averted an ensuing horizontal slice, but he bashed the smaller girl’s countering stroke away.  Scarlet flashed on his broadsword in light from roaring fires, clanging against the flat of her dancing blade.
 
   Bunched carpeting tangled beneath Layara’s feet and her unbalanced stab clattered off his armored shoulder, imparting a crude dent in the pauldron.  He unleashed a raging bellow and smashed his broadsword into her weapon again and again.
 
   Tremors lanced through Layara’s arms and a final overhead strike battered through her meager defenses.  Quavering aches seized Layara’s fingers and the bastard sword was wrenched from her grip as she tumbled backward.  Cherrywood furnishings cracked into fragments, tossing green and black liquids in all directions.  She grunted and bounced over smooth stone, felt cold tea splash onto her face, and slid to a halt covered in sweet tarts.
 
   Her assailant snatched an overturned chair in one gauntlet and tossed it from his path to shatter into gnarled slivers.  Armor plates and metallic buckles clinked with each tread and Layara slapped bare hands against fractured remnants.  She whipped a tapering table leg and the projectile exploded against his breastplate, showering dust on a violet surcoat.  He floundered for a heartbeat and Layara clambered onto her feet.
 
   “Miserable bitch,” he hissed, brushing shards from a rough beard.
 
   Layara withdrew until her back touched bumpy stone underneath one torch.  Heavy footsteps thudded as he charged, wielding his broadsword for a mauling stroke.
 
   Her clenched hand ripped the torch from its recessed slot, spraying splinters that ignited amid an arching blaze.  Layara plunged fiery wood against his surcoat, grinding her implement across chest and face to spread the inferno.  He howled and flailed backward, waving useless arms while incandescent fire overtook fabric smeared in rum.  Searing pain flared on Layara’s left hand and wrist as flaming spurts touched her limb, but she banished torment behind a wall of hatred.
 
   His skin crackled like meat on a spit and smoky tendrils curled to the ceiling while horrified screams rang out.  Flames washed over his face, surcoat and limbs.  Scorched flesh hissed apart, spewing muscle reduced to powdery ash.  Layara dropped the torch and crawled away, eyes welling with tears against anguish seizing her reddened hand.
 
   The lurching man crumpled into a blackened shell.  Burning globules seeped onto stone floor and died, leaving murky soot marks.
 
   Layara wiped stinging eyes and paced beyond toppled furnishings to retrieve her lean blade.  She wiggled and flexed stiff fingers, grimacing as bitter pangs bit into the entire limb.  Miniscule blisters topped swollen skin.  Layara uttered blasphemous invectives before setting off for the gaping entranceway, drawn once more to shouts and clashing iron.
 
   Kitchen servants sprawled at hallway’s end, their limbs contorted under ruined bodies.  Dark liquid pooled around prone figures and oozed in rivulets across tiles and tattered material.  An acrid stench stung her nose as Layara slipped through an adjoining corridor and onward to an expansive chamber littered with corpses.  Notched blades and cleft spear shafts lay in rigid fingers, ruby stains sparkling on iron.  Trickling blood flowed atop violet surcoats, the adorned elk’s head bespattered in gore.  Entangled amid these bodies were figures garbed in blue and gold, while others wore studded leathers.  Broad slashes sheared fabrics and disfigured exposed skin.
 
   Devastated faces held less terror among the dead than those left unmarred.  Unscathed flesh frightened her and Layara refused to meet their unblinking stares, afraid to glimpse friends and confidants.  Mangled faces blurred into something dispassionate and it was a simple thing for Layara to convince herself one and all were strangers.  Tenuous fibers binding her together depended on the lie.
 
   Beyond strewn weapons and fallen combatants stood the formidable Captain of the Guard for House Erodin, two advancing foes obstructing his girth.  Sleek lacerations bit into Hallen’s tarnished clothing.  He stumbled in retreat on wobbling legs until his back brushed against the far wall.
 
   Hallen resisted the combined assault from two soldiers, buffeting aside blows with brute force.  But he was failing.  A hasty lash nicked his throat and he pitched sideward as a blade edge cleaved through burgundy leathers protecting broad shoulders.  The longsword, so swift in Hallen’s callused hands, dwindled to sloppy chops.
 
   Layara sprinted without coherent thought, her pounding boots muffled on carpeting and drowned by whacking swords.  Hallen sagged to one knee, a snarl decorating grizzled features splashed with blood.  Howls burst from within a hulking belly and his blade snapped higher to parry a loose stroke.  He twisted the sword and skewered one adversary beneath her bronze-rimmed breastplate, wrenching iron ever upward.  Mewling drifted from the woman’s stiffened frame as her companion jerked his weapon inward at Hallen.
 
   Approaching oblivious prey from the rear, Layara knew her gruesome undertaking might prove effortless.  She plunged metal into a tender neck, ripped it free and sank iron deeper once more while her gasping victim convulsed onto his knees.
 
   The man’s wilting body spewed crimson and smacked onto floor with a thump.  Layara’s vision was awash in red and her hungry blade continued to hew gory meat, seeking passage between armored plates and squealing across his cuirass.  Finally her fiery muscles relented and the sword rested in sodden hands.  Vomit gurgled from Layara’s throat, slapping atop stone and dripping onto her doublet as she hunched forward and shivered.  Warm bile soaked her chin and throat, though she scarcely noticed.
 
   Layara gulped rancid air, gazing at blemishes spattered on her hands and vambraces.  A disinterested observer might almost be fooled into believing she wore elbow length gloves to match her vermilion doublet.  Ignoring the slimy blotches, she struggled to climb upright and looked toward Hallen.
 
   The Captain of the Guard propped himself on one knee and leaned shuddering against his sword.  He spat bloodied phlegm and wiped residue from his lips and shaggy mustache.  “Stirs the heart to see you well, m’lady.  Don’t mind admitting I feared the worst.”
 
   Layara jogged toward prone figures draped in House Erodin’s colors and bent in examination, probing with one hand.  Horrific as it was to scrutinize their faces, she needed to know whether even one still clung to life.  Her warm fingers touched the lifeless cheek of Nymar, a jovial youth one year older than she.  Long a squire for the Master-at-arms, Layara held fond memories of her and Nymar battling with wooden swords as children, chasing each other about the practice yard.  “What in all the hells is happening?”
 
   “Would that I knew.”  A hacking cough punctured Hallen’s words and Layara heard his weapon scraping atop stone.  “I saw elks charging, killing folk.  Didn’t…didn’t even have time to strap on proper armor.  We rallied as best we could.  Tried to push the sons of bitches back, we did.”
 
   “Where’re Ely and my mom?  Are they safe?”
 
   “Don’t know.  I looked to get at ‘em, but couldn’t…push past this cursed room.”  His voice was strained and hoarse, the words a soft exhalation.  “I’m sorry, m’lady.”
 
   Layara lifted her hand from one crumpled guard’s innocent features and glanced at the captain.  Hallen slumped against the wall with one gloved hand resting on a trembling stomach.  Boiled leather and padded tunic were split beneath his palm, displaying a ghastly wound stretching across the gut.
 
   “Hallen…”
 
   The captain shooed Layara’s hands as she knelt at his side.  “There ain’t nothing you can do about none of this.  I see your thoughts written plain enough in those eyes.  But you ain’t saving me or the city.”
 
   “There’s still time.  Maybe if we can assemble the guards that are left, we—”
 
   “No,” he croaked.  His hand fumbled against hers and closed in a feeble squeeze.  “The damned gates were sitting open for the Venshals, awaiting their coming.  We waved, brought ‘em food, gave their ranking soldiers warm beds to settle into.  Them traitors are everywhere.  Venshal heavy troops ain’t three days’ march away like we were told.  They’re here.  There’s no f-f-fight left to us, m’lady.  Not after this.  You go and get your mom and sister.  And then you run.”  A judder coursed through his body and Hallen gritted crooked teeth.  “Get clear from all this.  Others to the south need to be told what awaits ‘em.  With these g-g-godsdamned Venshals betraying us…”
 
   “Our entire army will be slaughtered.”
 
   “Aye.  Your father’ll need warning.”  Heaving gasps shook the captain and oozed bloody speckles on his leathers.  “He won’t know the truth of it until Venshal infantry cut his rear lines to pieces.  Now…go.”
 
   Layara placed a hand on his face, brushing ruffled hair aside.  “Not without you.”
 
   “Start dragging me someplace and I…I reckon I’ll die all the sooner.  And you ain’t p-p-patching this mess.  So get!”  Hallen swatted Layara’s reaching hand but his weakened arm flopped to the floor.  One hand tugged off a sullied glove and he slid a ring from his finger.  The Captain of the Guard placed his jewelry in Layara’s palm and quaked.
 
   “Hallen, no.”
 
   He closed her fingers around the silver ornament with withering hands.  “You k-know what needs to be done…lass.  One last thing I’ll be needing your help with.  Give…give a good w-word for me.  And be s-s-safe.”
 
   Standing upright, she looked down and attempted a frail smile.  “Farewell, old friend.”
 
   “Goodbye,” Hallen rasped, “m’lady.”
 
   Layara withdrew and departed the chamber, licking her lips and breathing through a parched mouth.  The unadorned ring was heavy in her palm as she slipped it into a pocket.  She blinked against stinging moisture and tightened shaking fingers on her sword’s grip.  Cramps coursed through cracked skin on her left arm, now splattered with gooey scarlet.
 
   Shadowy corridors beckoned Layara onward.  Ever mindful of footfalls, she strode in haste along stone hallways, a red blade poised before her.  The night held distant horrors and she walked through it alone, unwilling witness to suffering.
 
   Sorrow pierced her aching heart on sighting the door to her mother’s bedchamber.  Two House guards lay at the threshold, one slouched against a wall and the other draped on his side.  Arrows impaled each body, the wooden shafts ringed in stained fabric.  Faint breaths wheezed past her lumpy throat as Layara tore into the room.
 
   A lone wax candle flickered dull illumination while the fireplace’s lingering embers ate charred husks.  Creeping shadows danced atop and beyond furnishings, washing the sparse bedchamber in a ghostly light.  Glimmers from the candle clawed across stretches like tides against a shore, beholden to the whims of a wavering flame.
 
   Stale air within reeked of cloying blood.  Dark smudges snaked across the floor, untouched circles mingling with others smeared in footprints.  Her mother lay beneath shredded blankets, one limp hand dangling bare from the bed.  Crimson droplets trickled from marred fingertips.
 
   Layara labored to breathe beyond a constriction clamping on her throat and chest.  Roiling torment consumed her nauseated stomach, her skin tingled from a thousand unceasing pinpricks and her body flashed red-hot.  Frothy spittle caked her mouth and tears streamed down grimy cheeks.
 
   “Oh mom…”
 
   Stumbling with ungainly paces, Layara glimpsed her little sister crumpled near the bed.  She knelt alongside Ely on shaking knees and closed beautiful emerald eyes.  Clumps of skin encrusted Ely’s fingernails and blood splashed her clothing in places that bore no wounds.  Lying discarded several feet distant was a crocheting needle, its hooked tip coated in scarlet.  A fragile smile lifted Layara’s lips ever so slightly.  Ely did not make it easy for her attackers, at least.
 
   “Good girl,” Layara whispered.
 
   A whimper seized her body and she coughed in its aftermath, ejecting thick globs.  Layara wiped cheeks damp with tears and stood.  The Venshals brought this ruin on her family, commanded by that traitorous snake Brath.  A heinous betrayal made all the more appalling given the past friendship between him and her father.  Lincema spoke warmly of an adolescence studying and training alongside the eldest Venshal child.  There would be a reckoning for this treachery, Layara vowed.  To be paid in blood.  There could be no other answer to such disloyalty.  Yet even now those who survived were marching unto death, unaware what fate awaited.  Layara needed to warn her father and brother.  Nothing else mattered.
 
   Looking over one shoulder, she spied a carafe perched atop the closest table.  Layara gripped the crystal container and poured water over sticky blood coating her seared flesh.  Biting down on her lip to quell painful ripples, she waited a few breaths before gulping what liquid remained.
 
   Next she snagged one linen sheet and ripped a long segment.  Chewing on bloodied lips all the while, she smothered skin on her hand with material, wrapping it twice around and tying strands into a loose knot.  Layara gripped one end in clenched teeth and yanked on the other, barely hushing a shriek as her burned limb quivered from the ordeal.  Panting sobs drowned her boots when she stood on rickety legs.  She stumbled toward a dresser adjacent to the window and snatched black gloves.  Layara tucked supple leather into a cloth pouch dangling from her belt and once again kneeled at Ely’s side.  Bloodied fingers withdrew an ivory barrette entangled within wild hair and she slipped the jewelry alongside scrunched gloves.
 
   Placing one hand on her little sister’s cheek, she leaned forward and kissed a soft forehead.  “I love you.”
 
   Sparing one final glance for her mother and Ely, Layara fled the bedchamber.
 
   * * *
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