

    
      The Watcher’s Eyes

    

    



    
      The Watcher’s Eyes

    

    




      
        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      ASH Publishing

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

      

      
        
          About the Author
        

        
          Also by D.K. Holmberg
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by D.K. Holmberg

      Cover by Rebecca Frank

      All rights reserved.

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

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

      

      www.dkholmberg.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      “Give me the reason that I shouldn’t have you killed.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I doubt that.”

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

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

      “It’s not what she said.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I will remain.”

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

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

      “I’ll be fine.”

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

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

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

      Either way, I wanted to know who chased me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A… A job. Nothing more.”

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

      “Tell me, or you become expendable.”

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

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

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

      “Where is he?”

      “I can’t…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where. Is. Natash.”

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

      “You can’t get to him.”

      “I can get to anyone.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Benahg? Well, damn.

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

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

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

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

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

      I found him on the opposite side of the street, also tucked back away from easy view. Then I knew that Natash had already managed to bring the might of Eban after me.
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      “What do you plan on doing, then?” Talia leaned back in the chair, her low-cut dress forcing me to drag my eyes up to her face. She noticed and smiled. Talia had been nothing more than a friend to me in the time that I’d been in Eban, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t tried for more. It was the challenge that appealed to her, I think.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “She’s skilled,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” Talia commented.

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

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

      “Talia—”

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

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

      “There are others who could do your job.”

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

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

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

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

      “If I could—”

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

      “Not because of Carth?” I asked.

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

      “Assassins?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You always have choices.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Damn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What was going on?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I don’t know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You are quite skilled,” I noted.

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

      “What do you mean?”

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

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

      “Will she live?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

      “Prayer won’t work,” I said.

      “There is nothing more that can be done.”

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

      Maybe prayer was the only hope she had remaining.

      Talia moaned softly and fell silent.

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

      “You could give blood,” I said softly.

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

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

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

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

      “I will be the donor.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Perhaps in the proper circles,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Did he survive?”

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

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

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

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

      “How is she?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      “We stay with all who lay here.”

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

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

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

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

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

      I’d missed.

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

      “Carth,” I whispered.

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

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

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

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

      The folded piece of paper.

      “It was coated,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “She is a good woman,” I said.

      “Not a lover?”

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

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

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

      “And how does our game go?”

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

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

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

      “You object to my presence?”

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

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

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

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

      “She will survive.”

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

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

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

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

      “Because I was there.”

      “Yes. Do you think that chance?”

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

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

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

      Could Natash have attacked Talia to get to me?

      “What are you implying?” I asked.

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

      “That’s no answer.”

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

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

      “Where I am needed.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “There is a price to what you describe.”

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

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

      “You would have access?”

      “Do I have need of what you know?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Damn.

      “Who sent you?” a voice whispered.

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

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

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

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

      He spasmed briefly and crumpled.

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

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

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

      Neelish, then. The knife would be poisoned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Someone gasped.

      Not lucky, then.

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

      “Who are you?” he asked loudly.

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

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

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

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

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

      He dropped.

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

      What had I walked into?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The man fell quickly.

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

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

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

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

      “Where is he?” I hissed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Footsteps echoed beneath me.

      I ran to the door and pulled it open.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I know,” I said.

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

      “Orly didn’t send me.”

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

      “You attacked a friend.”

      “I didn’t attack anyone—”

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

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

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

      Srirach was not an immediate paralytic, but the pain was so intense that Natash couldn’t do anything. He dropped his sword and I left it lying there as I knelt in front of him.

      “This is for Talia. Now you can’t harm another woman, Natash,” I whispered.

      Footsteps were coming up the stairs behind me. I stood and started away from Natash, not yet certain how I’d escape.

      “I didn’t…” he managed to say as I backed away from him.

      I grabbed the darts I had remaining and started out of the room, leaving Natash dying. At the end of the hall, a face emerged from the top of the stair. I sent one of my few remaining darts. It struck and the person fell, tumbling down the steps. I raced after him and caught up as he crashed into two more men coming up behind him. I flipped the last two darts at them as I jumped over them.

      Another man waited for me at the bottom of the stairs. He had short, dark hair with silver temples and carried a sword longer than Natash’s. His face reminded me of the man from the garden. He stood in such a way that he blocked me from leaving.

      I had no more darts remaining. I should have grabbed the darts out of the men as I’d gone, but I’d been in such a hurry that I didn’t think of it. Now all I had left was the knife. Against a sword, it wouldn’t be enough.

      The man waited for me to make the first move. Whoever he was, he wasn’t afraid of suddenly coming face-to-face with an assassin from Elaeavn. Maybe with my wound, I didn’t look all that imposing. I imagined the blood dripping down my back and staining my cloak, or the unsteady and almost unnatural way that I managed to walk.

      I lunged and pulled back as he swung his sword.

      He moved quickly, but not quickly enough to block the knife I sent whistling through the air toward him. It struck him in his sword arm and he grunted. I expected him to drop the sword, but he simply switched it to his other hand.

      I didn’t wait for him to reset his footing and jumped past him, pushing on the knife impaled in his arm as I ran toward the door.

      The woman I’d seen in the yard stood in the doorway. She watched, making no effort to stop me. As I ran past her, she touched my arm lightly.

      I jerked away and raced to the wall. Pain raced through my back as I pulled myself over the wall, and dropped to the other side. The crowd had thinned somewhat in the time that I’d been inside Natash’s compound. Not completely, but enough that I doubted that many saw me as I landed.

      Making my way into the people along the street, I kept waiting for shouts or some other sound indicating a chase. In my condition, I doubted that I would do well were I chased.

      Surprisingly, nothing came.
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      I sat at the bedside in the Binder’s hospital, the hard stool keeping me awake as I held Talia’s hand. I’d allowed the healer to stitch my back, but nothing more than that. She’d wanted to apply a healing salve, but I’d refused.

      Talia breathed slowly and had more color than the last time I’d seen her. As I considered leaving, she stirred and rolled toward me.

      She barely opened her eyes and a soft smile parted her mouth. “Galen,” she breathed out. “How did you save me?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. My back throbbed where the knife had plunged into it. The healer had grunted when she saw it, a sound I recognized as surprise, regardless of how much she tried to hide it. I wondered how damaged the skin was. It would take a while for me to heal, long enough that I would be out of commission for a while. I wouldn’t be ineffective, only weakened.

      “It matters,” she said. Her hand went to her neck, where the bandages still covered the long laceration. “This… this should have ended me.”

      “I wasn’t going to have you killed because of something I did.”

      She blinked and her eyes became clearer. “You? Oh, Galen, do you really think this was because of you?”

      “Natash had tried to end me already. He knew that I’d been in the Brite Pot, and probably that you’d helped me.”

      Talia rolled onto her back but kept her arm off the side of the cot so that I could hold her hand. Her breathing slowed and for a moment, I thought that she’d gone back to sleep.

      “It wasn’t Natash,” she said softly.

      I leaned forward, but the pain in my back made me pause. “If not him, then who?”

      She started to shake her head, and then winced. “I don’t know. I don’t think it had anything to do with you at all.”

      “Talia, I found the note your woman gave you.” I’d tell her how the evanshaff nearly poisoned me some other time. Right now, she still needed her rest.

      Her eyes opened. “Do you think that’s the only thing I carried?”

      I had. If it had been something more, wouldn’t Carth have said something?

      Probably not, I realized.

      I sat back. Could I still be a piece in whatever game she played with Orly? I thought she wanted to use me to keep him from attacking the women, to keep the Binders safe, but what if there had been something else going on?

      I thought about what the healer had said to me when I’d brought Talia to her, and the way they had guided me to Natash. I tried to remember what Carth had said, but my memories of that were fuzzy. Hadn’t she told me that Natash had been the one to attack Talia?

      There was the woman at Benahg’s house. She had looked at me with something like recognition. And she had allowed me to leave, without raising any sort of alarm.

      Ah, damn.

      “Who is she?” I asked.

      Talia took a deep breath. “I don’t know who you mean, Galen.”

      I let go of Talia’s hand and pushed back on the stool. “The girl at Benahg’s house. Who is she?”

      Talia closed her eyes and let her breathing slow. I sat watching her for a few moments, uncertain whether she would say anything more, uncertain whether there was anything more for her to say.

      I’d been used. Maybe not at first. I didn’t think that Talia’s attack had been intentional—at least I hoped it was not, or I would have a different issue—but following the attack, I’d been used in some way that I still didn’t understand.

      When Talia still didn’t open her eyes, I stood. “Goodbye, Talia,” I said softly.

      I turned and made my way out of the hospital. Part of me hoped that Talia would call after me, say something to stop me, but I knew that she wouldn’t. She was one of Carth’s women, a Binder, and too strong to need me to turn around.

      When I reached the street, I paused and looked around. It was nearly morning and the faint lines of dawn began streaking across the distant horizon, leaving gray mixing with hints of orange from the coming sun. Already, the day was growing warmer. The street was slicked with dew, and the air had a sense of dampness to it that fit my mood.

      I stood across from Carth’s building and waited, making no real effort to hide. From my experience with Carth, hiding would not really make much of a difference anyway. The exertion from the evening, and my injury, left me tired, and I struggled to stay awake as the morning came.

      “You are persistent.”

      Carth stood down the street from me. I wasn’t surprised that she’d managed to come upon me so stealthily. She was skilled in that way, and in others as well.

      “You used me,” I said.

      “Did I?”

      I stepped away from the wall. I had no darts, no knife, nothing to protect myself. Against Carth, it wouldn’t matter anyway. She had handled me easily before.

      “You sent me after Natash.”

      “I didn’t send you to him. That was all your doing.”

      I frowned. I had wanted to reach him, but hadn’t she been the reason that I’d gone? “Who was the girl?”

      Her mouth tightened into a thin smile. “An asset.”

      I grunted, thinking of how I’d seen her curled up with the man in the garden. Then there had been her response after I’d shot him with the crossbow. She’d seemed cold and distant. Not the way a woman fearing for the safety of her man should react. I should have known something was off then.

      “What did she want?” I asked. I’d spent my time waiting for Carth trying to figure out what the girl would have been doing in Benahg’s place. I’d managed to come up with a few reasons, but most were about information. But if it was information that she wanted, Carth wouldn’t have sent me. That meant there was something else she’d been after, maybe some item that she wanted out of Benahg’s home.

      Carth stared at me, her face unreadable.

      “I was a diversion?”

      She sighed out a smile. “Galen of Elaeavn, you have been much more than a diversion.”

      I shook my head. The motion sent pain lancing through my back. Carth’s eyes narrowed as I did. “What did she take?”

      “Nothing that concerns you, Galen.”

      “It concerns me that you used me to do it,” I said. “It concerns me that I nearly died doing it.”

      “You would not have gone otherwise?”

      I might not have. Knowing how well protected that Natash was, I might have left him, waited for another time, knowing that for someone like Natash, there would always be another time. He was too arrogant to remain hidden for long, arrogant enough that he would think that he could simply send two men after me, as if that would be enough to eliminate me as a threat.

      “Who attacked Talia?” I asked softly.

      “Does it matter?” Carth asked. “She lives. Because of you, she lives.”

      “I killed for her, thinking that Natash attacked her. So it matters. Killing always matters,” I said.

      Carth watched me for another moment and then she turned away and disappeared into the building. I didn’t have the energy to chase her.
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      Orly sat in a secluded booth at the tavern, tossing dice with a rhythmic sort of motion. I found it surprising that he would play a game like dice, a game of chance rather than one of skill. He barely glanced up when I approached, and sent the dice in his cup skittering across the table. Two ones landed face up and he smiled, finally turning his attention to me.

      “You’ve been busy,” he said.

      I held a dart in my hand. It was different than my usual darts, one from a stack of nearly one hundred I’d discovered when I returned to the place I used as my home. Sitting next to the darts had been a dozen vials that had taken me most of a day to sort out their contents. Sorting through unknowns like that could be dangerous, but I had experience with such things and needed the time anyway to rest and clear my head.

      It hadn’t surprised me to find the darts, or the poisons. Carth had rewarded me before, and I suspect that if she uses me again, she’ll find another way to reward me. This time, I felt less comfortable with being used. The problem was, I wasn’t sure that those in the position to use me were finished.

      I nodded to the man sitting across from Orly and waited. Orly smiled and motioned for him to stand. He was the sellsword who had been with Orly the last time I saw him, and he watched me with a curious expression as I took his place in the booth.

      The sellsword stepped away from the table but remained close by. I suspected there were others in the tavern watching over Orly as well. I might get my shot in, but there was no way I would survive. It was the kind of standoff that Orly preferred. He didn’t know that I felt the same way. Besides, Orly still had his uses.

      “Tell me,” I began, “what you know of Natash.”

      Orly waved his hand dismissively and scooped the dice back into the cup. “Natash was connected and skilled with the sword, but that was about it.”

      “So you know?” I asked.

      He met my eyes without blinking. Few in Eban did. “Do I know that you killed him? What kind of question is that?”

      “Who was Benahg to him?”

      I figured that was the connection I missed. Why would Benahg help Natash? There had to be some reason that I hadn’t learned, but then trapped between both Orly and Carth, I wasn’t sure that I would be allowed to learn. They both had agendas, and I wasn’t certain that I had learned even the smallest fragment of what they intended.

      “A cousin. Helpful to have such connections, especially when you run a crew like Natash did.”

      “He didn’t do work for you?”

      Orly shrugged. “From time to time. He thought he could take over more of the city. It might be good that you showed him that wasn’t going to happen.”

      I gripped the dart and set it on the table. The sellsword watched the dart but didn’t move. Neelish sellswords were quick, maybe even quick enough to stop the dart were I to try and throw it at Orly, but could he stop the other one in my hand, or the two I’d placed in my boots?

      “Did you set him against me?” I asked.

      Orly leaned forward. His breath smelled of mint and something else that I couldn’t quite place. There was a hint of a floral scent to it, but none of the bitterness that I smelled with men who preferred tobanash. “I think you managed that quite on your own, Galen.”

      I took a deep breath. Orly couldn’t have known how I’d met Natash on the street. That had been random, a chance encounter when I’d grabbed one of Carth’s women to find answers from her. Natash might have been following Orly’s instructions, assaulting women on his behalf to draw Carth out of hiding, but Orly wouldn’t have known how I’d taken out two of Natash’s men that night, could he?

      The amused expression on his face told me that he could.

      “You wanted Natash gone,” I said.

      Orly’s face remained unreadable and reminded me of the way that Carth had stared at me.

      Could I have served both of them? Had Orly used me to get to Natash, and Carth helped me to retrieve whatever the Binders had wanted from Benahg’s home? Between the two of them, they could feign ignorance and cast the blame onto me.

      Somehow, I’d been used even more than ever.

      “What happens when Benahg sends the guard searching for me?”

      “Why would he do that?” Orly asked. He leaned back and shook the cup of dice nonchalantly.

      “I invaded his house. I attacked a man inside his home.” I didn’t admit to the one outside the home, or the silver-haired man I’d been forced to hit with my knife before I left. Orly didn’t need to know everything that had happened.

      “Hmm,” Orly said, then smiled. “I don’t think Benahg will trouble you.”

      “He already has set the guard watching the streets for me. Now that I’ve attacked, I’m sure he’ll send even more.”

      After what I’d done, I considered the possibility that I’d need to leave Eban. There was a part of me that even thought it might be for the best. I had grown complacent here, but had also forged connections when I should not, connections that made me willing to take on risks that Isander would have frowned upon.

      “After the mess at his home, and a known criminal housed there, Benahg no longer directs the city guard. You have nothing to fear.”

      This time, I smiled. “I don’t fear the city guard, but they make it difficult for me to work.”

      “Then since Benahg is dead, you should be able to work unencumbered.” He tossed the dice across the table. Two ones landed face up. “As I said, you have nothing to fear.”

      I stared at the dice, for a moment unable to think of anything to say. “With Benahg gone, who will replace him?” I asked.

      Orly scooped the dice back into his cup and shook them again. As they spilled out onto the tabletop, I didn’t know whether to be impressed or frightened that a pair of ones came up again. Maybe it wasn’t a game of chance for him at all.

      “I’ll let you know when I have another job for you,” Orly said. “Goodbye for now.”

      I started to say that I wouldn’t take another job from him, or that he knew how I would be choosy about the jobs I did take, but realized that it didn’t matter. With Orly, it might never matter. He managed to get me to take the jobs, regardless of whether I intended to. Now that Carth did much the same, I was stuck between the two of them, truly the game piece that she’d told me I was.

      The only question I had remaining was whether it was a game of dice or one of Tsatsun.

      As I made my way out of the tavern, I heard Orly rolling the dice again and then tossing them across the table. I resisted the urge to glance back, afraid of what I might see.

      Somehow, I’d have to pull myself out of the game. Only… I didn’t know how.

      

      Keep reading for a sneak peak of Part 3 of The Binders Game: Playing the Stone

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      It was a night for killing. In my line of work, many nights were like that, more than I wanted. But I was an assassin, and in a place like Eban, that meant I was busy.

      Tonight, I didn’t come on a job. Tonight was for me.

      I crouched on the rooftop, staring down at the massive estate filling nearly the entire block and rolling a pair of darts in my fingers. The last time I’d been to Benahg’s estate, I’d nearly died. That wouldn’t happen this time, but then this time, I came only for information.

      Men patrolled along the fence outside the estate, though they made an effort to look as if they didn’t. Most were casually dressed and walked the street as if they simply strolled along it rather than stalking. The short sword one wore gave him away, as did the bulk indicating a hidden crossbow on another.

      Whoever now controlled the estate did not want a repeat of the last time.

      There would be others watching, but I didn’t see them. That surprised me.

      I shifted in place, sliding my feet carefully along the rooftop, until I was at the edge. Unlike in other places within the city, I couldn’t jump from this roof to the next. They were spaced far enough apart here to give each estate enough room for greenery and a garden.

      That was why I had come tonight.

      Carth thought to use me. Orly thought to use me. I was getting tired of it.

      Worse than that was the fact that Talia had lied to me. I hated how much that bothered me, but I couldn’t let her know that. It wouldn’t change anything if I did.

      Talia and I were friends. Even before I knew of her role in the Binders, that was all that we could be. Now that I understood some part of how she served Carth, I knew with certainty that we couldn’t be anything else.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t find out why she had sacrificed our friendship.

      The patrols were spaced as far apart as they would get. I jumped from the roof and landed in the small alley between buildings. Somewhere distant, a cat meowed. In my homeland, a single cat meant bad luck, but then I’d never been one to believe in such superstition. It was probably the reason I had such terrible luck.

      Darting across the street, I checked my pouch, making certain I could reach inside quickly if needed. The supplies were from Carth, ironic given that I might need to use them to find out why she used me.

      Vines grew along the side of the stacked stone wall and I lumbered toward it, trying not to appear like I ran so that I drew attention to myself, but not wanting to linger. At the wall, I grabbed at the vines and flipped myself over.

      Once inside, I paused, crouched against the rock. If anyone had seen me, the next few moments would reveal their presence. I didn’t hear the sound of anyone running and nothing moved. For now, I had escaped notice.

      The garden hadn’t changed since the last time I was here, but what had changed was the urgency which drove me. It had been personal the last time and although this time was personal this time, too, there was a different reason for it. That changed things.

      I drifted into the shadows of the garden, pulling my dark cloak around me. My Sight allowed me to see the darkest of shadows, and I used that to help me find the best way to move unnoticed. Manicured hedges rose on either side of the path, and I squeezed through an opening between them. Better to move within the garden itself than along the path. Besides, this time I had no interest or need to enter the house.

      This was to be scouting only.

      Unfortunately, scouting missions often didn’t work out as I hoped. This was no different.

      The other side of the hedge was a wide, open grassy space. A young man sat bent over a bowl, a streamer of smoke rising from it. He looked up, alarmed, and his bowl clattered to the ground.

      Damn. One of the security, or was this family? Hell, I still didn’t even know who controlled the estate. I assumed it was Benahg’s son, but that didn’t mean I was right.

      It didn’t matter. I had to reach the man before he made any noise.

      I flicked the dart in my left hand at him. Tipped in coxberry, it would drop him, but not kill. Killing was often necessary—and the job—but I wouldn’t do it if it were not. That was the reason I went stretches without getting hired. It was also the reason I sometimes forced myself into jobs where I hadn’t been hired.

      The man started to fall by the time I reached him. I caught him and lowered him to the ground. The grass smoldered where his bowl had fallen, and I stamped it out. No use lighting the estate on fire.

      I searched the man and found a single knife but nothing else. Pocketing the knife, I dragged the man toward the hedges and pulled the dart out of his arm. Darts could be reused; even after what Carth had given me, I didn’t have so many that I could afford to waste them. More than I usually had, and well made at that, but a time would come when that supply dwindled.

      With only a knife on him, that meant he wasn’t one of the guards. Family, then.

      A soft gasp came from behind me.

      I rolled, coming to my feet with a dart in hand and ready to throw, but hesitated.

      The reason I had come here stood across the small green watching me. Her eyes widened in recognition and then flicked down to the man. She reached for the pockets of her dress but I shook my head and motioned her to the middle of the small clearing.

      She started to open her mouth, but I raised a finger to my lips.

      If the woman was here, then others would have come with her.

      I pointed to the ground and mouthed the word, “Stay.”

      Slipping between the hedges, I noticed two men waiting. With two coxberry darts, I left them unmoving. Then I returned to the girl.

      It didn’t matter if anyone discovered I’d returned. She was the reason I had, and I did not intend to return a third time.

      She stood with her hands clasped in front of her and fixed me with a serene expression. She stood in front of a known assassin, one who had taken down three men with darts, and she remained unflinching. It was a testament to the type of women Carth used and gave me a renewed appreciation for her.

      “You should not have come,” she said.

      I kept her at the edge of my Sight as I made a sweep around the grounds. I had only seen two other men, but that didn’t mean they were the only two out there. There might be others, and I wouldn’t be surprised again.

      “Probably not,” I agreed.

      “She did not send you this time.”

      I shook my head. “Did she send me the last time?”

      The woman shrugged, a slight movement of her shoulders. “You came, didn’t you?”

      “I came,” I agreed. “Why did she send me?”

      “If you don’t know, then it is not my place to tell you.”

      “That’s not the answer I need,” I said, taking a step toward her.

      A knife appeared faster than I would have thought possible. She held it out, her hand steady.

      I backed up and raised my hands.

      “That’s all the answer you will get.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked. I nudged the fallen man with my boot. “Is it him?”

      She fixed me with an unblinking stare.

      “Who is he?” I studied the man’s face and didn’t recognize him. “I’ll find out even if you don’t tell me.”

      “Are you so confident of your skill?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you don’t need me to tell you.”

      I tipped my head and pulled a terad-tipped dart from my pouch. “And if you work with her, you don’t need him alive.”

      I made as if to flick it and she put herself in front of me.

      “Don’t,” she said, pushing the knife toward me.

      The corners of her eyes twitched and the pulse in her neck bounded a little more forcefully than I would have expected.

      I lowered the dart and shook my head. “Does Carth know?” I asked.

      “Does she know what?”

      I motioned toward the fallen man and she slipped to the side, making a point of keeping her body in between me and the man. If I really wanted to harm him, she was making it clear that I would have to go through her. “That you care for him.”

      “I don’t—” she started.

      I dropped and started to flip a dart toward him and she threw herself in front of me completely. The knife dropped to the ground and her hands extended over her head, pleading with me now. The confidence was gone, though I didn’t doubt it would return.

      For a moment, I wondered if she played me.

      Knowing what I did of Carth and the way she used her women, I wouldn’t be surprised. She would place a woman here and use her to extort… what? Information? Or was this woman here for a different purpose? Was there something else that she was meant to steal? Regardless, it wouldn’t surprise me for Carth to have someone here so skilled at deception that she could convince another that she cared—truly cared.

      But there were certain signs that would be much harder to fake. The way her eyes occasionally flicked to the man, as if reassuring herself that he still breathed. Or the way that she kept her foot in contact with him. Even the rapid tapping of her pulse in her neck, though that could be as much about me as it was about any feelings she had.

      Given the games I played, and the games that were played with me, I gambled. I thought the odds were in my favor this time.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      The woman shook her head. “Do what you must with me, but please,” she said, that word whispered, as if difficult to say, “leave him out of this.”

      “Who is he to you?”

      I wanted to know, mostly because I doubted that Carth knew, but partly because I was curious. After what I’d been through, and how much I’d nearly lost, it would do me well to know that some good came from what happened here.

      “An assignment,” she whispered. “At first.”

      “Now?”

      She pulled her hands back, blinking as if realizing what she did, and leaned down to retrieve her knife. She slipped it back into a hidden pocket, again moving faster than I would have expected. If all of Carth’s women were like this, they were more dangerous than I had experienced.

      Was Talia?

      That still troubled me. She was my friend—or had been, before she nearly died, killed for… something. Either for Carth or because of me, though neither Talia nor Carth blamed me for what happened. Talia had always been my friend. The confident owner of the Brite Pot, a tavern and inn where I could drink safely. Now that was gone.

      Talia was gone.

      “I don’t know,” the woman whispered.

      I made a show of putting the darts back into my pouch. “Tell me the assignment.”

      “Carth will—”

      “She will know what he is to you if you don’t tell me,” I said.

      The woman glanced down at the man, her face twisting through a series of emotions, the most she’d shown since I had appeared, and then she looked back over at me. “I was to retrieve a ledger from Benahg’s home.”

      “What was in the ledger?”

      “I didn’t see the contents,” she said. “When you were here, it meant my responsibility was over. You… you were a distraction so I could get the ledger out.” She looked over at the man and sighed. “You will tell Carth now?”

      “Tell her what? That you fell for your assignment?” I asked. “You wouldn’t be the first. But no. I won’t tell Carth now.”

      Besides, I needed to know what sort of ledger Ben would have kept that Carth would have found important enough to place her woman here, but I couldn’t come up with anything. But for me to get out from under the thumb of Orly and Carth, I had to learn what they knew. And this woman either didn’t know anything or chose not to share. Either way, I wouldn’t push her any more than I had.

      Watching how she knelt next to the fallen man, I wondered if it mattered.

      
        Chapter 2

      

      When I reached the part of Eban more familiar to me, I began to slow. It wasn’t very late, and the streets were surprisingly full of people. Surprising until I remembered that we neared the Eban Landing Festival. I’d lived outside of Elaeavn for many years and I still hadn’t become accustomed to all the festivals and celebrations that places outside my homeland enjoyed. Some, like Harvestfest or Summer’s Night, were sensible. Others, like the Landing Festival, one that I still hadn’t managed to get a reasonable explanation for, made less sense.

      Because of the festival, the streets were busy, and most of the people were intoxicated. Music came from the open doors of taverns, and shouts and song filled the night. A woman who reminded me of Carth appeared in the distance, and I trailed after her. Doubtful that it was her, but I let myself wander and follow.

      My other years in Eban at Landing Festival, I’d had jobs. With such noise and chaos, someone like myself could use the distractions and easily slip in and complete the assassinations I needed. Since working with Orly—and now Carth—my external jobs had declined.

      Not that I minded, not much at least. Mostly, I took the jobs for the coin, but Carth had seen to it that I didn’t need the money as I once had. And my supplies were well stocked, unlike other times when I was without work.

      It left me in an uncomfortable place.

      Attempting to find why Carth had used me to reach Benahg had yielded nothing other than the fact that her woman was more deeply buried than I suspected Carth knew. The information might be valuable, but I couldn’t think of any way that I would use it without putting the woman in danger, something I had no interest in doing. She’d done nothing to me, only used the distraction that I’d provided to get the ledger out of the compound.

      And if I were honest, I couldn’t deny that what Carth did had a certain value, especially if she opposed men like Orly, even if others were hurt in the process. How could I judge that when I had been the reason that so many had been hurt before?

      No, my frustration stemmed from my inability to find anything useful.

      I hesitated on a street corner, not surprised to note the Brite Pot in the distance.

      How had I ended up coming this way?

      I had followed a woman who resembled Carth, but she wouldn’t have been out in the city, and certainly not on a night like tonight. I had been foolish and careless. After what happened, I needed to be more careful, especially in this part of the city. I’d been attacked, and Talia had nearly died, here before. These were places that the city guard didn’t patrol, places that the thief-masters controlled, where the occasional death—especially of one from Elaeavn—went unnoticed—or at least, not minded.

      Maybe something else had drawn me here. Once, I would have claimed it was the sense of friendship, and maybe if I were completely honest with myself, the distant hope of something more. Now that was gone, extinguished by the reality of life within Eban.

      As I turned, deciding to make my way to the river and take another chance to watch Carth’s ship before she left the city altogether, a familiar voice caught my attention.

      Without meaning to, I made my way down the street.

      There was agitation mixed into a woman’s voice as she argued with someone. I reached into my pouch, palming a few of the sleek darts that Carth had provided. Most were tipped with coxberry, the sedative enough to buy me time, but a few were terad tipped, the toxin quickly deadly.

      Down an alley, I saw Talia.

      And nearly dropped my darts.

      I’d never seen Talia like this before. A beautiful woman, with dark hair and dark skin she kept covered more than most in Eban, she moved in a deadly dance, knives flashing as she fought off five men surrounding her. With odds like that, I would never have given Talia much of a chance, especially after the way her throat had been split the last time I’d seen her, but she kept them at arm’s length.

      Had Talia gotten caught up in the remnants of Orly’s attempt to draw Carth out? That fool plan had involved a bounty on prostitutes, knowing how Carth and her Binders were organized, and too many innocent women had been hurt by it.

      The attackers weren’t accustomed to working together, and none had anything more than a sword, but even that inexperience wouldn’t matter with their numbers. Nothing I’d seen told me that they were pressing too hard, content to keep her bottled up, almost as if waiting…

      Damn.

      Talia might be in more trouble than I realized.

      Even after she had used me, or at least, allowed me to be used, I didn’t want anything to happen to her. She was—or had been—a friend. The Great Watcher knows I have few enough of them to let something as foolish as getting used get in the way.

      Stepping to the side of the alley, I flipped two coxberry-tipped darts at the nearest men. They stumbled back a step and fell before the others knew the situation had changed. Two more darts sailed on either side of Talia, hitting the two men there. They fell.

      That left one man.

      Talia glanced at me and her eyes narrowed. I couldn’t tell if she was thankful to see me or annoyed.

      She darted toward the man and knocked his knife out of his hand before he even realized what she had done. Then she slipped forward, the tip of her knife pointing underneath his chin. His eyes went wide but he had the sense not to move.

      “Who were you waiting for?” she whispered.

      I backed toward Talia, keeping an eye on the mouth of the alley, not wanting to end up with a sword in my back. Other than the festival revelry, I heard nothing on the street.

      But I knew that wasn’t the only way people moved in the city. At least, it wasn’t the only way that I moved, and I knew I wasn’t alone in using the rooftops.

      Looking up, I noted a dull reflection off a barbed crossbow bolt above me.

      Damn.

      I flicked the dart I had in hand without checking to see which one. It hit the only visible part of the person on the rooftop that I could see: the hand. A soft grunt told me the dart hit its target.

      “We need to move,” I told Talia.

      She pushed her knife into the man’s throat, drawing a bead of blood. “Who is it?” she demanded.

      The man shook his head. “Just hired to hold you here, nothing more—”

      She jabbed the knife into his throat, and blood spilled over her hand.

      I heard the sound of a crossbow firing before I saw the bolt come streaking toward her.

      There were times my Sight failed me. This was not one.

      To my eyes, the bolt moved clearly. Not slowly, at least, that’s not how it seemed to me, but I could track the movement and knew with certainty that it would hit Talia in the head.

      I flipped a knife toward the bolt, hoping my aim was true. I didn’t practice with knives the same way I did with darts, but the technique was similar. The ability to hit whatever I intended with darts wasn’t something I had been born into, not like my Sight, but forced practice had honed that skill until it was second nature.

      Talia jerked as the knife came toward her, and dropped at the same time. That had been the risk. Had she moved too far to the right, I would hit her with the knife. But she was incredibly skilled, and the knife whistled past her, colliding with the bolt before it could hit.

      I searched for the archer but saw no sign of him. His angle would be much better than mine, and I didn’t like my chances exposed on the ground like we were.

      “Can you climb?” I asked her.

      Her quick frown told me how foolish that question was to even ask.

      With a leap, I reached the overhang of the roof. I was born of Elaeavn, gifted with Sight, but like all my people, I had enhanced speed and strength. When I reached the lip of the roof, I flipped up and onto it, pulling myself up and rolling.

      I’d expected the rough slate to tear at my cloak and slow me. I hadn’t expected the seven men attacking me as soon as I reached the roof.

      Two darts went flying, hitting their targets.

      I rolled, keeping my head down, and barreled into one of the men, knocking him from the roof. He screamed.

      A sword whistled toward me and I kicked, catching the flat of the blade with my boot and sending the man spinning. With another dart, I caught the man, and he fell.

      That left three remaining.

      As I rolled to a stop, I saw that two of the men had crossbows aimed at me. The third had a short sword.

      And all I had were my darts.

      I might be fast, but would I be fast enough to catch the two men with crossbows while stopping the man with the sword at the same time?

      I didn’t think I could.

      The man with the sword—the leader, I realized—nodded. The ends of the crossbows came up slightly, enough indicate that they would fire. I had two darts in one hand and none in the other.

      With a quick flick, I sent the darts in my palm at the men. Had I more time, I would have been able to position the darts in a way that would have caught both of them. As it was, only one struck its target. The other sailed wide, but close enough that its intended target ducked, pulling his aim as he did. The bolt flew wide.

      The man with the sword advanced on me, and I managed to reach my knees as the sword swung at my head. I didn’t even have a chance to raise my hands.

      In that moment, I knew that I would die.

      

      To read the rest, get Part 3 of The Binders Game: Playing the Stone.
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