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CHAPTER ONE




The long dart stuck out from the back of my leg, quivering as the muscle spasmed. Already the leg was numb where it had struck; soon enough the toxin would spread to the rest of my body. How long did I have before it reached my lungs and I stopped breathing?

At least the dart was old, leaving the toxin too dry—otherwise I would be nearly dead already.

“Who sent you?” The boy practically screamed at me, his voice raw and ragged. Flint gray eyes were wide with cold fury as he held my pouch of darts. 

Pulling the dart from my thigh, I rolled it between my fingers and stepped fully into the room. As usual, the motion soothed my nerves and calmed the throbbing in my head where he had hit me. My head still hurt from where he had hit me, dazing me just long enough to grab my pouch. 

I took a steadying breath and stood, turning to face him. My dark cloak spun with the movement. A shame it had been useless against his throw; usually the cloak provided better protection.

Lucky, that. Few managed the skill needed to throw these darts. That was part of what made them so useful to me. None had ever taken my pouch from me.

The rented room around us was small and dark and smelled of sweat and fear. I scanned it quickly, my Sight—my gift from the Great Watcher—allowing me to See through the darkness, hoping to learn more about this man I’d been hired to kill. 

So far, I’d made a mess of it.

A small closed window let in some little amount of light, filtering through smudged and dusty glass. Dirty clothes were scattered atop the bed. A brown rucksack wadded next to them threatened to spill onto the floor. A half loaf of bread and a dried hunk of cheese sat on a table. Otherwise the room was empty.

“Does it matter who sent me?” I strained to keep my voice even. My leg drained of sensation, as if dipped in icy cold water. Another few moments and I wouldn’t be able to walk. A few more and I wouldn’t be able to talk.

I needed that pouch back.

“Of course it matters!” The sound would penetrate through the door, but the noise in the tavern made it so that he would not be heard. “I have a right to know!” He waved my pouch in front of him as he yelled. 

Inwardly, I cringed. The vials within the brown leather pouch could easily unstopper, spilling their contents and wasting months of savings. I couldn’t afford such a loss, not at this time with real work so difficult to find.

“Davin sent me.” He deserved to know. If he was to die, he should know why. “What did you do?” 

I moved casually, shifting my cloak as I did to draw attention from the leg that had stopped working as it should. 

How much longer would I be able to stand? 

The question caught him off guard and he blinked. He had a narrow face and the rough start of a beard, the growth ragged and without the harsh bristle he would get if he aged. Short, dark hair stood up from his head. Sweat beaded along his brow and the corners of his mouth twitched. Without my Sight, I doubted I would see how nervous he still was.

Little more than a boy. What had he done to draw Davin’s attention?

“You don’t know?” he asked.

I shook my head. I never knew, not at first. Always before the end, though.

“I…I took something from him.” There was a note of defiance in his voice that was different than what I had first heard. He was harder than I expected.

“Took what?”

His eyes narrowed as he frowned. “Why do you need to know?” A note of hope entered his voice. 

Had he known who I was, that wouldn’t have been the case.

I shrugged, shuffling forward slightly. “That wasn’t why he hired me.”

“Then why do you care?”

I turned toward him and smiled, showing him a flash of teeth. He cringed. I didn’t know if it was the smile or my eyes. Usually it was my eyes. Few expected one of the Elaeavn. By the time they realized what I was, it was usually too late.

“Maybe I’m just curious,” I answered. 

I reached the bed and fell onto it. Clothes that had been piled there were swept onto the floor on the other side. I watched his face, making certain he couldn’t tell I was nearly incapacitated. I needed him to come closer—just enough so that I could grab the pouch. 

He hadn’t been paying attention, looking past me toward the door. 

I considered lunging toward him but he was just out of reach. There wasn’t much time left before I couldn’t move at all; now my stomach felt numb. I still had sensation in one leg, though I couldn’t count on that lasting. I would have to push off with my arms before I lost all strength. 

“She’s nothing to him. Just someone to…” He trailed off, unable to finish. 

“Who?”

“You really know nothing,” he said, sounding surprised.

I shrugged. “I wasn’t hired to know. Just to kill.” Even with the terad working through me, the tone of my voice was hard, but he seemed to overlook it.

“Don’t you even care?” He took a step toward me, waving the pouch. Like so many, anger made him less cautious.

“I’m talking to you, Jaylen.”

He hesitated as I said his name. 

That was all that I had when I was hired—a name and nothing more. The name as it was written on the small slip of parchment flashed before my eyes: Jaylen Baruchen. It was how most assassins worked. Given a name—a target—and the rest was up to the assassin. It remained to be seen whether he was lucky or unlucky I was not like most assassins.

He met my eyes briefly before looking away. Fear mixed with the rage. 

I didn’t blame him. Had I not had terad toxin pumping through my body, I would easily have overpowered him. I had a good two hands in height over him; but more than that, where I was lean muscle he appeared simply lean.

“Only because I stabbed you with your dart.”

I suppressed a smile, hiding the strange relief I felt. At least he hadn’t managed to throw the dart at me. I don’t know why I took such twisted pride in having darts only I could use. There was a technique, practiced countless times under the tutelage of Isander before I managed to do it well, that would only anger me if he’d gotten lucky on his first toss.

“You think that’s the only reason I ask?”

He glanced at me and then the door before finally nodding.

Almost too late, I realized I needed to move even more quickly than I had thought.

He was waiting for someone.

If they arrived while I was limited, I wouldn’t have the time to reach the antidote hidden in the pouch. 

“Who is she?” I said softly.

“What?”

“Who is she?” I repeated, whispering this time. 

He took a step toward me and leaned in.

That was the opening that I needed.

Pushing off the bed with my arms, I swung my hands and wrapped them around his neck. My weight and dead legs pulled us both to the ground, lying in a pile behind the door, blocking it. The pouch went flying out of his grip, lying near the bed.

I prayed to the Great Watcher that my stores remained intact.

Leaning a forearm across his chest, I pushed up. 

His eyes went wide, and his mouth worked soundlessly until I realized I leaned on his throat. With the paralysis setting in, releasing some of the pressure was not easy.

A fit of coughing overwhelmed him. “Please,” he begged. “Let me at least say goodbye before you take her back to him!”

I blinked. “She’s here?”

He nodded.

Damn.

Keeping one hand gripped around his throat, I pulled myself over to the bed and grabbed my pouch. Flipping it open, I swallowed. Most of the vials had shattered when the pouch was dropped. Months of collections gone. 

All I needed was one.

Thumbing through the side of the pouch, I found what I was looking for and pulled it out.

My heart sank when I looked at it. The vial was cracked.

My breathing came shallower. I knew what would happen next. I had seen it often enough. When my breathing stopped altogether, I would suffocate. That was how terad worked, slowly stealing the muscle’s ability to work until, at last, your breathing stopped. Painless, but terrifying. 

Jaylen whimpered next to me. I released my grip on his neck and he took a gasping breath of air as he skittered away, backing into the door.

If I was to die, I didn’t need to take him with me.

My breathing stopped. 

Darkness crept at the edge of my vision, tunneling inward. Had I done enough in this life to please the Great Watcher? After what I had done—the reason I was banished from my home, left to live among people that were not my own—I doubted so. 

The last of my strength seeped from me, like the sea washing away from the shores of my youth.




















CHAPTER TWO




Strange visions flashed before my eyes, colors swirling that should not be there. Darkness hovered at the edge of my vision, threatening to close in around me. Perhaps this was the fate I deserved, losing my Sight in the last moments of my life.

I blinked and the colors cleared.

Then I looked at the cracked vial again. This time, I actually Saw it.

The top of the glass vial had a jagged crack. Where I thought there had just been glass, that thick liquid had all escaped, I Saw differently.

My heart thudded loudly. 

Though the vial had been cracked, only the top had damage. Some antidote remained.

I pulled it toward my lips with shaking hands, arms threatening not to work. Somehow I managed to reach my lips. Dimly, I felt the cracked top of the vile pierce the flesh of my lip. With the last of my energy, I sucked what remained of the antidote out of the vial.

Bitterness curled my tongue. I savored in it.

Heartbeats passed. Long moments as my breathing slowly returned, the band around my chest easing.

Taking a deep breath, I flicked my eyes open and looked around, expecting Jaylen to have bolted. It was what he should have done.

Instead, he crouched along the door, watching me nervously but without the same fear that he had watched with before. Shadows flickered beneath the door.

I pushed myself off the floor feeling shaky and weak, but even that faded quickly as the effects of the toxin were countered. “Get up.” My voice was thready and I coughed.

He shook his head. “No. If you’re going to kill me, then you’ll have to do it while I sit here.” 

I stared at him, uncertain whether he was being brave or stupid. Possibly a bit of both, I decided. “Don’t worry. When it’s time, I’ll kill you wherever you are.” He flinched at the coldness of my words. I tipped my head toward the door. “Get up or you can’t let her in.”

Gray eyes narrowed with confusion and he looked from me to the door. 

There was a soft knock and he jumped, getting to his feet more quickly than I would have suspected and backed away from me. “How did you—”

I moved toward the door, careful to hide the hint of weakness that remained. I didn’t know how long I would feel it; the effects of the terad toxin weren’t thought to be permanent, though few enough survived poisoning to make studying it worthwhile.

He cowered away from me, backing toward the door. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to open the door,” I said. “You are going to welcome her inside. Then we talk.”

With a sudden surge of courage, he flung himself at the door, as if to block me from opening it. “Just me. All they wanted was me.”

“How do you know what they wanted?” 

I pulled the door open with him clinging to it. Had I not still been weakened, it would have opened easily, even with him there. As it was, I grunted against him. 

A woman stood on the other side. A girl really, and likely barely old enough to leave her father’s house. Straight blond hair dropped in front of blue-green eyes. I stared for a moment before realizing it was only the trick of the light; she was not of Elaeavn and had no abilities. Pale stains still streaked across her face, like faded attempts to paint herself to look like the older women. 

Thinner than the man on the other side of the door, at least her shorter height made her more proportionate. She wore a long pleated golden dress of the style popular here in Eban, but the cut of her neckline gave her away; it was not nearly as revealing as most preferred to wear. She stood hesitantly, awkwardly thrusting her chest forward as if I should notice her lack of cleavage.

The girl looked at me with alarm, her eyes going as wide as Jaylen’s, her expression so much like his. I grabbed her and pulled her into the room, throwing her toward him as I slammed the door closed behind her. She gasped softly as she was tossed into the room. 

Was it resignation I Saw written on her face?

“Your sister, I presume?” 

She met his eyes with the same look of fear I’d seen on him at first. Then he nodded. “Are you going to kill us both?” 

“Give me a reason why I shouldn’t.”

“He didn’t do anything wrong. Do what you want with me but leave him alone!” the girl cried. “I’ll go with you! Just take me back to him and let him go.”

He pushed her behind him, as if to protect her from me. I couldn’t help but smile. 

Quicker than I thought him capable, he kicked, connecting with my thigh. Had I not just been poisoned, I doubted the kick would have done much. As it was, it nearly staggered me.

I snatched his foot out of the air and twisted. Thinking I was still weakened, I put extra force into the movement, spinning him roughly in the air until he fell in a heap next to his sister, his nose bloodied where it struck the ground, leaving a crimson stain on the rough wooden floor. He moaned a moment and then fell silent. 

At least now I could focus on his sister.

She stared at her brother with wide-eyed horror before turning her attention to me. Her face rolled through a tide of emotions. Anger. Confusion. Fear. And then acceptance.

That last lingered. 

“Do what you want with me,” she said.

I frowned. It wasn’t want I expected her to say. “Why did you come for him?”

She glanced down at him. I noticed that she shifted to cover her brother, moving so that her dress bloomed out around him to block him from my view. No cowardice in that family, I had to give them that.

“Leave him be. I’ll do whatever you want, just leave him.” She touched her lips, a sign of seduction in Eban, and blinked up at me. 

I began to understand what she was. “That wasn’t the assignment.”

“What was the assignment?” 

I nodded to her brother. 

“Who are you?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked. “Davin sent me for him. What did he take?”

Her eyes darted to where he lay huddled on the ground. “Nothing of value.”

I grunted. “If that were true, I wouldn’t have been hired.”

She turned sharply and her eyes went wide. For just a moment, I could have sworn they flashed with the same green that mine did as I used my Sight. I slammed up the barriers in my mind just in case. No sense in letting a Reader wander through my thoughts.

Her face didn’t change. Not a Reader then.

She blinked her eyes at me a few times. It was a gesture I recognized from the whores in the taverns as they tried to seduce their men. Strange that this girl would want to mimic them.

“What did he take from Davin?” I asked again.

Her eyes fell closed. The corners twitched slightly. She bit softly at her lower lip as she considered answering. It made her look younger, more childlike. Nothing like the paint wiped off her face would imply. “It was a necklace,” she began, brushing her hair out of her face as she answered. She bit on the inside of her lip again and looked away. “It was my mother’s.”

“Why did Davin have it?” I found it hard to believe Davin had sent me after this boy for just a necklace.

She shook her head.

“I need more than that.” I leaned toward her and she cringed. I wondered if she was more afraid of my height or my deep green eyes that named me as one from Elaeavn.

“Why do you care?” 

It was the question I asked myself with each job I took. “How did he get the necklace?”

“He—he bought it.” She touched her lips again, tilting toward me awkwardly.

I frowned. This was going to be unfortunate if I had to kill them both. Not that it would be difficult. Her brother had managed to surprise me—twice even—but as the terad worked its way out of my system I felt more like myself. Unfortunately for him, I had years of experience doing what I did. If he had lied to me, then my part was easy. A flick of the wrist, a dart flying, and he would be done. Then I could collect my payment. 

Considering what I had lost in the pouch, it would not be enough.

But simply stealing a necklace wasn’t reason enough to kill. Not for me and not for Davin. Too expensive, even for the thief-master. There was more this that I hadn’t learned.

“Then it’s not your mother’s.” 

I licked my lips and tasted a hint of blood from where I had stabbed myself with the broken shard from the antidote. 

She shook her head. “It was her he bought.”

As the words sank in, I shook my head.

Damn.

One of the things I hated about this part of the world was how women were traded. Some places, like this tavern below me, had women who sold themselves freely, letting the locals or the traveling merchants have their way with them for the right price. Prostitution like that was unheard of in Elaeavn. 

But there were other ways women were sold, and not as freely. An entire market for such trades existed, places I refused to visit. Courtesans. Slaves, really. Even the lowest merchant had rules about the women they sold, age limits. 

Most cities had laws against trafficking in courtesans but they were never enforced; too many officials had traded in the market, had courtesans of their own. Men like Davin were able to bribe or blackmail their way through those officials.

“Where is she now?” I asked. We were getting to too many questions, but I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t mind the killing, but it had to be for the right reason.

“Dead,” she said softly.

“You sure?”

She nodded slowly. “I was with before she died.”

With her. That meant she had been bought as well. Now I understood her feeble attempts to seduce me.

Damn.

I sighed. The Great Watcher help me, but I couldn’t turn this girl away, send her back to Davin, not if she was one of his courtesans. How many more were there like her? How many underage girls had he bought?

“Then it wasn’t just your mother he bought.” 

She looked down at the floor to keep from meeting my eyes. Next to her, Jaylen moaned softly. I understood what he had done, why Davin had wanted him dead. Stealing from him had not been enough; a necklace might have prompted Davin to have his fingers broken or, if he was angry enough, a hand taken off. But stealing one of his courtesans?

Enough to kill for. Enough to hire me.

Sometimes I hated that I had to know. There were other jobs, lower-paying jobs, that I took. But they didn’t pay the same. And if I simply killed blindly like most of the assassins, I wouldn’t struggle for income as I did. Taking a life needed a reason—a good reason, not simply vengeance. 

I pointed to the bed. 

She watched me and her eyes went wide but she lifted her dress and moved to the bed. She sat, turning to lean back against the headboard. She closed her eyes and let her legs fall apart. The dress bunched up along her legs, revealing thin and spindly legs.

I pushed her legs back together. “I’m not going to touch you.” She didn’t even look old enough to touch, not like that—even with the paint that must have once smeared across her face, she wouldn’t have looked old enough. 

It disgusted me that Davin had kept her as a courtesan, that he could find such a young girl appealing. What was worse was that she had been with him long enough to think to seduce me. 

She opened her eyes and looked at me. A different fear now lived in her eyes. 

“Sit,” I said, motioning to the edge of the bed.

“How did you find us?” 

I grunted out a soft laugh and looked at her. “I have certain abilities.” She met my eyes briefly, long enough for me to flare my Sight then she turned away quickly. “Why did you think you could hide in Eban?” 

Even though Eban was large, a sprawling mass of a city, there were only so many places you could run. They would have been better off leaving Eban, going east to Cort or north to Asador. They could have started over.

“We had nowhere else to go,” she said. “And not enough money to run.”

“How did you become a courtesan?”

She closed her eyes. Her entire body tensed, as if the answer was painful. Small muscles in her cheeks clenched as she took small breaths. “I am not a courtesan.”

“No?” I asked. “You seemed plenty willing to throw open your legs for me. Or did you wear the paint to look like your mother?”

Her eyes flashed open and she spun, her open hand catching me across the face. Just like her brother, she managed to surprise me. Hot anger surged in her eyes and the determined tilt of her mouth as she waited for me to retaliate.

“Go on,” I said. “Hit me again if you need to. It doesn’t change what she was.”

She seemed to shrink. 

I cursed myself under my breath. The one thing I didn’t want to do was destroy what remained. “What did they do to you?” I tried to ask more softly but my voice was rough; even that question came out seeming agitated. She didn’t know the anger wasn’t directed at her.

She shook her head. “Don’t make me tell you.”

There was a little movement on the floor where her brother had fallen.

“Was it Davin who did it or some other?”

She nodded.

The Great Watcher help me, but had Davin been in front of me it would have been him I would have killed. Bad enough to buy a fully-grown woman, but her daughter? A girl barely formed?

I moved back and leaned against the wall, my head hammering. I wondered how much of that was after effects of the terad. Noise from the tavern below drifted up, a mixture of music and yelling. A few flickers of shadow drifted past the door; I suspected some of the painted whores from below had started bringing men back to their rooms. Soon enough the tavern would empty out. There wasn’t much time left before I needed to decide what I was going to do with them.

I already knew I couldn’t kill them. 




















CHAPTER THREE




Tapping the door with my heel, I watched the girl through half-closed eyes. Somehow I needed to get them out of the tavern, out of Eban, and to safety. At least the girl. From what I had seen of him, I suspected the boy would be able to manage on his own.

Then I had to decide what to do about Davin.

I could make it look like I had killed Jaylen, but Davin was one that liked proof. Forging the kind of proof Davin wanted involved skills I didn’t have.

“How did Davin come to own you?” I asked. 

She shook her head. Her thin blond hair swished as she moved. In spite of the remnants of paint smeared on her face, damn if she still didn’t look so young. 

“She—we—were taken from our homes. My father had died, we had no other family. She is—was—a seamstress, but there was not enough business and father had not left us much money.” She choked back a small sob and looked down again at her brother. “Mother had gotten into debt with our village banker but couldn’t make the payments. Then…we were taken.”

She almost cried but did not. 

I shook my head. “You were sold. In Eban?”

“I don’t know. We were taken from our village.” Her voice fell to a whisper and caught as she spoke. “I remember something shoved into my mouth, my hands tied. It was dark. Someone had hit me when we were taken and my head hurt. My mother wasn’t there with me but I heard her.”

I blinked slowly, creating the scene in my mind. Separated from her mother, this girl was forced to listen to the men that had taken them rape her mother as they were transported to become forced courtesans. 

That word didn’t convey what they truly were.

“And your brother?”

“He was left behind. They didn’t care about him, only mother.”

“And you.”

She shivered. “And me,” she agreed. “He didn’t know where we had gone. Eban is days away from our village. I hadn’t seen him in over a year when he found us. I still don’t know how he managed to learn where we’d gone.”

I looked down at her brother lying on the rough wooden floor. He breathed slowly, his back rising with each regular breath. Arms were bunched beneath him and his legs were flexed at an awkward angle. From where I stood, I Saw that he was not unconscious.

“He never told you?” I asked. I kept my eyes on Jaylen.

She shook her head. 

“How long have you been away from Davin?”

I was hired two days ago. Two days to track him—them—to this tavern. Finding him had been easy. There are always signs if you know how and where to look. Few bother to keep their eyes open. 

“Not even a week.”

“What were you planning?” I asked. “Just stay here and hide?” That was no sort of plan, not from someone like I was beginning to suspect her brother was starting to become.

“Jay was going to get me out of the city, away from here. He said there was something he needed to do first.”

I thought I knew, but decided that he should be the one to tell her. Jaylen knew what his sister had become; it was time she learned what had become of her brother.

I looked down at him. “Tell her what you needed to do.” 

His breath caught, just the barest pause in the rhythm. Muscles tensing beneath his clothes told me that he readied to move.

The girl just looked at me.

Ignoring her, I stepped away from the wall and nudged him with my foot. “Tell her,” I repeated.

He sat up and scooted backward. A knife appeared in his hand from somewhere and he slashed it toward me. The movement was quick, surprising since he had just been knocked out, and he angled it toward the long tendon of my leg. 

I had underestimated him before but was ready this time.

The knife slashed toward my leg. A hard kick sent it flying out of his hand and it clattered against a back wall. 

Reaching down, I lifted him easily to his feet and threw him onto the bed next to his sister. She looked over at him with wide eyes.

Dried blood caked around his nostrils and he breathed heavily out of his mouth. Hot hatred burned from his eyes. He sat tense and coiled, ready to strike again. 

“Jay?” she asked, looking over at him. “Are you—”

“I’m fine.” He didn’t take his eyes off me. 

Inwardly, I smiled. At five talen, I had thought the price on his head too high. Perhaps Davin had priced him even a little low. The boy had training. That was how he had surprised me, explained how he had managed to slip past Davin’s guards to get into the courtesiary and steal out his sister. 

“You talked to the banker,” I said.

Jaylen nodded once. “He talked.”

His sister looked from me to Jaylen, face unreadable. “Jay?”

“And now?”

Jaylen shrugged. “He will sell no one else.”

His sister gasped. 

“Why did you wait?” I asked. 

A flicker of emotion returned to his face. Sadness or shame, I couldn’t tell. “I had no choice.”

I shook my head. Some day they would both learn that there is always choice. 

“How did you get her out?” 

Davin wasn’t the most powerful of the thief-masters—his domain was relatively small compared to some—but he was notoriously vicious about protecting what he considered his. Beyond that, he rarely came up from his underground home, preferring to stay hidden, work within the shadows. I understood that urge well. 

Men like him were usually well protected, surrounded by an entire coterie of guards. To get to him, to get to the courtesiary and his sister, Jaylen would have needed to slip past several layers of guards. Men hired and trained to kill. 

More than just the guards, though. Like most of the thief-masters in Eban, he lived deep underground, a maze of tunnels leading to his rooms. Only the most trusted were allowed into the depths of the tunnels alone; others were escorted and never left to wander. 

Jaylen stared at me and I stared back. 

“How?” I asked again. “Did you go under?” 

He shook his head. Next to him, his sister shivered. I wondered how long she had been under. Some treated their courtesans more like a mistress, bringing them with them wherever they went. Already I could tell that wasn’t the case with Davin.

“Then how?”

Without looking over at her, he answered. “After I learned where they’d been sold, I came to Eban. It took me weeks to even see Davin, but once I did, I followed him.” 

He trailed off, as if that was answer enough.

I was impressed that he managed to find Davin in the first place. Few managed to do so. It was a measure of his determination that he had.

“And then?”

“I found who worked for him. Followed them. I knew they’d have to come up sometimes.”

“Why?”

His face hardened. Now he looked nothing like the soft young boy I had first thought when I found him in the room. Instead, he looked more like a man willing to do what was needed. A desperate man. 

“To see the healers.”

His sister tensed and I waited for one of them to say more, but neither did. Perhaps that was best. Already I had images in my head I wouldn’t be able to remove.

“You took her from the healers?” Not as daring as it might have been, but still more than most attempted. Most courtesans spent the rest of their lives as little more than slaves to the whims of their owners. 

He nodded.

“And you came here,” I said. 

I looked around the room. With the painted whores in the tavern, they could hide for a while, but his sister would not blend in for long. And Davin was determined. Hiring me proved that.

“Just until…” He started, but never finished. 

He didn’t want the girl to know. She deserved to know. Especially after what happened to her mother.

“Tell her what you planned with Davin.”

He glared at me. “Nothing more than he deserved.”

I had slid back to the door and leaned against it, tapping my foot along the wall. The Great Watcher knows Davin deserved whatever it was that Jaylen planned for him, but this boy wouldn’t be able to slip past his guard a second time. He hadn’t really slipped past Davin’s guard the first time, managing to get to his sister by luck and careful planning. What he intended was different. More dangerous. And likely to fail.

I turned and looked at his sister. Youth had been stolen from her and turned her into someone she was never meant to be. I could not help but agree with Jaylen. Davin deserved what he planned.

“You think you can simply sneak past his guard? Go under?” Jaylen glared at me. “What will getting killed do to help your sister? She’s out. Leave the city, keep her safe. Use what you have learned to protect her.” I leaned away from the wall and made sure he met my eyes. He held them long enough for me to make my point. “Don’t risk yourself for revenge.”

Jaylen sat and watched me, careful not to look at his sister. She perched on the bed, her dress now pushed down to her ankles, her thin arms wrapped around her legs.

“I can’t let him keep treating them like that. There are others, some younger,” he said softly. 

Part of me winced. I couldn’t help that I did. 

“I won’t let him keep at it. Not after what he did to my mother. Not after what he did to Esha.” 

His sister pulled her legs closer toward her and closed her eyes. It occurred to me that I hadn’t even wondered why she had been visiting the healers. She seemed uninjured, so I couldn’t tell what had Davin done to her.

But then I made the connection. And wished I hadn’t. 

I looked at her, Saw faint traces along her face, the lines of her stomach, the way she held herself close. Could she really be old enough?

Damn.

“No,” I finally agreed. “You can’t. And neither can I.”




















CHAPTER FOUR




I didn’t think Jaylen really believed I would help. Not that I could blame him; after all, I had been hired to kill him. Davin had said nothing about the girl, though. Had he thought I would simply kill her as well? Or did he hope I wouldn’t, hope that leaving her behind would let him reclaim her for his courtesiary, leaving her thinking there was no place left for her to go?

I was not the only assassin Davin could hire. I had a reputation as being somewhat…difficult…to work with, though my results were what mattered. When the price and the job were right, there just wasn’t another local assassin that could do the job as I could. Other than me, there were a handful of skilled assassins that worked Eban. A few more could be called in from outside the city, one that rivaled my own skill. 

Of those I knew, I suspected most would have killed her as collateral damage. Had Davin known I would not or had he simply hired me because I was the best? 

I sat at the intersection of the two narrow streets, mostly ignoring the traffic around me as I stared at the tavern. A simple stout two-story building with a small sign hung over the sunken doorway I couldn’t read from my angle. A few candles flickered in the upper windows but for the most part they were black. In spite of that, I Saw movement behind one near the center—closest to the stairs—and I knew that they were still in the room. 

Probably discussing and debating. Esha had not wanted Jaylen to come with me; she still thought it some kind of trick. Had I been in her place, I would have thought the same. 

Who would expect the assassin that came to kill you to help instead?

I sighed, glancing up to the sky. As it was so often, the sky was cloudy and overcast. The air smelled of the hint of rain. I had grown used to the frequent rains of Eban, though still didn’t care for it; such rain was uncommon in my home of Elaeavn, and when storms came they were usually violent. What remained of the sun filtering through the clouds sank toward the horizon behind me, casting long shadows across the street.

Workers spilled into most of the streets, filling the air with the noise of their conversation or boot steps and the stink of sweat or perfume. Now, near the end of the day, they either returned home or ventured out toward the plentiful taverns of Eban to eat or drink or fuck. All could be had in the taverns for the right price. They jostled past me, paying no mind to the way I sat crouched against the rough stone of the candlemaker’s shop, ducked beneath the window and in the shadows, my dark cloak falling loosely around me.

I held my pouch on my legs. Already I had discarded the vials that could not be salvaged. Only two remained intact. One, a vial of terad. The toxin was usually my preferred choice, both because the death it brought was generally painless and because I had an antidote. Though I had never used it before today, there were times having that reassurance was useful. Another peculiarity I had, one that I suspected few other assassins shared. The other vial was srirach powder; painful and caustic, there were few times I had justified its use. Tonight would be one.

I readied five darts. A knife would be useful, especially if I were to go underground, but I didn’t have the time to secure one without risking losing Jaylen. I needed him for what I had planned.

The flickering behind the center window of the tavern had stopped. I Saw no sign of Jaylen but knew that didn’t mean he wasn’t coming. If he didn’t—if they decided to run and do it on their own—I would just let them go. Others would come for them eventually. Not as skilled as I, but that didn’t matter, not with the ease I had discovered them. It was the girl that made hiding difficult. There weren’t many places he could take her so she fit in. Thankfully, even as a courtesan she didn’t fit in. Eventually Davin would realize I had failed and hire someone else. With enough time and money, Jaylen and Esha would be tracked down and killed. 

I didn’t tell him that. He needed to choose for himself, not have me push him toward what I knew he needed to do. 

There was a shifting of the shadows behind me. A dart appeared in my hand before I could think. I Saw the outline of his shadow and relaxed, thumbing the dart. 

At least he managed some stealth. 

“When do we do this?”

I turned to Jaylen, making a show of rolling the dart between my fingers. Dressed now in dark pants and a loose shirt, I Saw at least a half-dozen knives hidden on him and suppressed a smile. I didn’t ask where he had managed to learn his trade; it was enough that he was competent. From what I had seen, he could at least be counted on to put up a fight. Whether he managed more than that was an entirely different matter. 

“Where is Esha?”

His gray eyes narrowed. “She will not be part of this.”

“No,” I said. “But she needs to be safe. If we fail, Davin will send someone for her and you will be dead.” My words were soft but hung in the air.

To his credit, he nodded. “She will give me tonight to do this. Then she leaves the city whether I am there or not.”

The night. It might be too long for her to wait, but there wasn’t much to do about it now. Were we caught, I would likely be killed quickly. Jaylen, though, would be killed slowly. Tortured. I had yet to meet a man that could withstand all torture.

“Then we should hurry,” I said. “You know where we’re going?”

He swallowed. Fear flickered across his face but he managed to suppress it quickly. Even among the underground I frequented, few men I encountered managed to control their emotions so well. 

“I know. You think you can get us through his guards?” 

He didn’t ask whether I really thought we could go under. I had lived in Eban for several years and had yet to hear of a successful attack on someone who tried to go under. Such attempts were certain death.

I smiled. “Time to find out.”

Leading him down the side street, I made sure to keep him in the side of my vision, always aware of where he stood, unwilling to take the chance that he might think to stick one of his knives in my side and leave me to bleed out on the dirty streets of Eban. Jaylen never tested me and I grew more comfortable, hurrying toward the part of town Davin had claimed as his own. 

Each of the thief-masters of the underground had a place like Davin. Each actually under ground. Such places kept them protected. Isolated. Safe. The battles over territory were infrequent but bloody. More than one boss had died, targeted by one of the others as they worked to solidify territory. 

I was an equal opportunity employee; I took jobs from all of them.

When we moved into Davin’s territory, I felt a small thrill rush through me. It was the same sense I felt ever time I readied for a kill, but only those that deserved their fate. Davin deserved what was coming.

Usually there was more than one entrance to the underground. I knew where Davin’s primary entrance was—most who knew the streets as I did could identify the thief-master holes just by the guards wandering outside—but there would be another way down. 

Not as direct, but fewer guards were likely. If that didn’t work, I was left with a more direct confrontation, which didn’t suit me. I much preferred to hide in the shadows, attack when ready, and then disappear again. 

I led Jaylen through winding alleys. If I remembered correctly, I still knew where to find the outlet.

“This isn’t where I found him,” he said after we had turned another corner. 

Small, squat buildings surrounded us, pressing in from each side. Were we attacked here there would be no good place to hide. Running through the narrow alleys was not an option. Had I only a knife I would feel somewhat better; at least Jaylen carried his. I noted he held one tightly in his right hand.

“There is more than one way under,” I said, though I was not altogether certain I could find it. 

Jaylen looked over at me. “You have been under?”

I thought about letting him think I had; I still wasn’t entirely certain what to make of Jaylen. Somehow he had managed to steal my pouch and stab me in the thigh with my own dart. Had I not had the antidote, I would have been dead up in his room at the tavern. 

I shook my head. “Not under. There aren’t many that have.” I suspected if I was invited under—and agreed—I wouldn’t come back up. The risk I took with this job.

I held out a hand at the next narrow intersection, staying close to the rough wooden wall of the building on my left where darkness pooled and pushing Jaylen behind me. Beyond the intersection, I heard commotion that I had not expected. Few wandered the alleys unless they belonged; doing so was a sure way to get your throat cut.

Turning just enough to peer past the wall, I Saw four men dressed in dark leathers armed with crossbows and swords. Two watched each direction as they stood in front of a small, angled doorway leading down below the street.

Damn.

Davin had this entrance guarded as well. I suspected it was related to what Jaylen had done, but was still surprised. Placing guards here essentially announced that this was a secondary entrance. If any of the other thief-masters found out, they would know another way to reach Davin.

Of course, they would have to get past the guards. In the narrow alley, four armed men might as well be a dozen.

“Not this way,” I whispered, pushing Jaylen back.

“Why?” 

I moved back, retracing our steps. “Guards,” I said when we were safely away. “Not enough room to move safely.”

His eyes flicked to where my pouch hung and then he looked back up at me. I Saw the accusation there as he wondered why I didn’t just use my darts. With only five darts remaining, that wouldn’t leave me with much to work with once we went under. Jaylen didn’t need to know that…or the other reason I was reluctant.

He said nothing more as I led us back out of the alleys and finally stopped when we reached an actual street. “What now?” 

“Now we try the other option.”

“Which is?”

Rather than explain, I led him down the street. Jaylen looked at me askance when I stopped before what I knew to be the main entrance to Davin’s place. The crumbling stone building was low and squat, sprawling twenty feet back and nearly twice as wide. Once well painted, the colors faded to little more than a muted red and washed-out brown. Windows once had lined the street were now filled with block and mortared in place. 

Two guards were easily visible outside the door, both dressed in heavy leathers, swords strapped to their sides. Another two guards would be on the other side of the door. No one else moved on the street; most knew who owned the building and didn’t risk his attention by lingering near his place. Unlike in the alley, there was room to work. Still, I didn’t like the idea of killing our way to Davin.

Inside the door, a simple stair led down. Few made it to the inner reaches other than those close to Davin. Going under meant you were trusted or not considered a threat. 

Or, I knew, you were never intended to come back up.

Pulling Jaylen into the shadows, he followed the direction where I nodded. “Through that door. Down two dozen stairs. Another door.”

“Then we reach Davin?” 

I shook my head. “Then we get to the maze. Several corridors. Each with guards. Probably two dozen total.”

Jaylen’s face changed. Where he had been eager to see Davin pay for what had been done to his sister, now he seemed less certain. That was part of the reason I needed him to come with me here. 

“That’s suicide,” he whispered.

I smiled. “That’s why it won’t work.” 

I could handle a half-dozen of these men on my own and suspected that Jaylen could manage to help with one or two, but I had no doubt that we would be outnumbered if we tried much more than that. With five darts, I would be out before even reaching the stairs to go under. Even with a sword I wouldn’t be able to get much farther. There were limits to what my abilities allowed me to do. Limits to what I wanted to do. 

Besides, some of the guards only worked for the coin. They didn’t care who supplied it. Taking them out to get to Davin just wasn’t how I did things.

“Then why did you bring me here?” He started to back away, his eyes flashing from me to the building as he kept close to the side of the street and in the shadows. A pair of knives had appeared in his hands, metal gleaming dully in the fading light off their blades.

“So you knew. You can still leave. I won’t follow. Even make sure any others give you a start. Get out of Eban. Get to Cort or Asador.” Both were over twice the size of Eban, both sitting on the ocean, making travel elsewhere much easier so they would be sure to fit in. Here, in Eban, even locals stood out. 

I Saw him consider. For a moment, I thought he might simply agree and turn back to the tavern and get his sister and simply leave.

Then he shook his head. “Not after what he did.”

There was darkness in his eyes; one didn’t need to be Sighted to know that he thought of what was done to his sister and mother. 

“You need to be sure this is what you want. When this is done, there will be no going back to who you were.”

“Who do you think I am?” 

The hardness in his voice told me all that I needed. There was no going back for Jaylen, not any longer. What was left of the village boy had been stolen along with his family. All that was left was hard and angry. 

“Killing him will not make you feel better.”

Killing never made you feel better. Always worse. Even when it was done for the right reason.

Jaylen watched me, meeting my eyes for a moment before he looked away. No one ever held my eyes. “Maybe not. But it needs doing.”

I nodded. “It does.” 

With that decided, it was time to let Jaylen know my other plan. 

“To get to Davin, we have to draw him out. Get him to come up from under. Otherwise we won’t survive.”

Jaylen shook his head. “I followed him for weeks. He never comes up.”

“Unless you have something he wants.”

Jaylen’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said it yourself. He never comes up.” 

As long as I’d been in Eban, as long as I had been around the underground, I knew of only a handful of times Davin had come out from hiding. There were other thief-masters that controlled different parts of Eban that were more daring; Orly in particular never seemed to mind coming up from under, but he still surrounded himself with guards. 

“To get him up, we need to draw him there,” I went on. “We needed to find something he wants.” Jaylen narrowed his eyes. “And if you have truly angered Davin,” I said, knowing that he had—why else would I have been hired? “Then you can be what pulls him up from under.”

I Saw him working through it, considering what it would mean. The risk. The possible payoff. The calculation was made coolly and with just enough emotional distance to keep from clouding the decision. It was just as I would have done.

“How?” he asked. 

“That’s where you need me.”

As I told him what we needed, his face shifted, some of the hard control slipping, but I gave him credit for managing to keep mostly together. Few men managed such composure with their lives on the line.

Whoever had taught him had hardened him well. Hopefully he hadn’t become brittle. I’d seen men so hard they crumbled under pressure. From what I had seen of him so far, that wasn’t Jaylen.

Finally he nodded a slow agreement. I wouldn’t do this without his help. There was no way I could reach Davin on my own and I had nothing that would interest him enough to pull him up from under. But Jaylen? 

It was a tentative sort of trust. Both of us knew it would last long enough to get to Davin, but once it was done, I wanted to see Jaylen leaving the city. Eban was not a place for Esha, not after what had been done to her. And maybe by leaving, Jaylen could reclaim some of what was stolen from him as well.

When he was ready, I left him watching me from the side of the street and walked over to where Davin’s guards stood watch outside the entrance. Both were dressed in heavy black leather, both wore swords at their sides. One of the men—bearded with a thick mustache—placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as I approached.

“Tell Davin that I have them,” I said. 

The other man, taller and lean though still nearly a hand shorter than me, furrowed his brow. “Who?”

I smiled and nodded toward the building behind him. They could pretend that Davin was not there, but we both knew that wasn’t the case. “Let me try this again.” In a flurry of movement, I struck the tall man in the stomach, kicking out at the other, sweeping his legs out from beneath him. Both reached for their swords only to find that I now held them in my hands. “Tell Davin Galen has them both. If he wants them back, he comes personally.”

Taking their swords, I walked away wondering if it was wise to taunt Davin as I did. My thoughts turned to what Esha had told me, the look on her face, the reluctant willingness she had shown to crawl into bed…

Perhaps anger had gotten the best of me as well. 




















CHAPTER FIVE




Darkness had fallen in full by the time we reached the small square. Night gave me an advantage. With my Sight, even the deepest blacks took on color, gradients that became clear the more I focused. Sight was my gift from the Great Watcher, gifts none born outside of Elaeavn were granted. 

I waited quietly in the darkness. The streets had fallen quiet, most of the people either home or hidden away in a tavern somewhere. A few still wandered streets lit by small lanterns, though there weren’t many of those near the square. Still some light filtered through, both moonlight and faint shimmers of light from those lanterns. Only my Sight made the distinction noticeable. 

Once covered by grass—a splash of greenery in the midst of the drab brown of the city—the square had long ago been taken over by merchants. The storefronts built here were made of rough wood. Unlike in other places of Eban—where attention had been paid to creating something long lasting, using heavy marble mined from the south to create beautiful spires and towers that harkened to some of the great buildings in Thyr—there was nothing graceful or beautiful about the way they were slapped together. These shops were built for utilitarian purposes, the owners having none of the wealth found near the center and southern parts of Eban.

Now, shuttered for the night, these small shops circled the square, nearly boxing it entirely. Other than the single entrance on the north end of the square, barely more than two paces wide, there was no way in or out of the square. 

Which was exactly why Davin required the square for a meeting.

I crouched in the far southern corner of the square where two of the buildings connected. Though shadows surrounded me, I easily Saw through them, able to watch the square, and was ready for when Davin and his men came into it. A stolen sword was strapped to my side. A benefit of the plan, and one I had not completely considered. Darts were useful from a distance, but I was limited in how many I had left and didn’t have the time to collect more toxin. As much as I hated to admit it, I might need the sword.

Next to me, Jaylen sat tensely. A pair of knives spun in his hands as he idly turned them. The ropes that bound his arms and legs were just loose enough to leave his hands free. 

We waited.

After I had disarmed the guards at the door, Jaylen had looked at me differently. Probably wondering why I didn’t dare push through and slip into Davin’s underground if I could so easily disarm two of his guards. Two alone were easy enough, but four? Six? It had been a long time since I had fought in close quarters. I’d rather use the darts from a distance and not risk injury to myself. I might be strong and fast, but I bled just like any other. Enough injuries and I would die like any man.

I still wasn’t sure I had done enough to please the Great Watcher to return, not after what I’d done. Still did.

“You think this is smart?” Jaylen whispered.

I shook my head before realizing that he wouldn’t see it. “Not smart,” I said. “There isn’t another way.” Not one that might work before someone else targeted Jaylen and his sister. 

“We’re trapped here. How many men do you think he’ll bring?”

“I’m planning on at least a half-dozen.”

Jaylen exhaled softly. “You’ll leave Davin for me?”

“If you think you’re ready.”

He nodded. I didn’t know if he knew I could See it.

We sat for a while longer, the night growing cooler and more silent. Thunder rumbled distantly to the west but the air didn’t smell of rain. I held my breath when Davin came.

First came four of his men. They filed through the opening into the market and stayed back along the walls. Like me, they stayed in the shadows. None were Sighted, though. As far as I knew, I was the only one from Elaeavn in Eban. All were dressed like the two I’d disarmed near the entrance to Davin’s underground, in heavy black leather that pulled them deeper into the shadows. All were muscular and had youthful faces. 

All of the men held crossbows, sweeping them around the square. So far, none were pointed at me. Brutal and inaccurate; that didn’t matter in the confines of the square. They only had to slow me if needed. Then they could do whatever they planned.

After the men were set, another pair came through. Both brandished unsheathed swords, moving with the agile grace of skilled swordsmen. In places like Eban, those swordsmen were valued and handsomely paid. I had no doubt that I would have more difficulty with those two than any of the others.

I tapped my foot quietly to count off how many men there were. Jaylen nodded silently.

Finally a single man came through the gap in the buildings. He was dressed in a long gray cloak that covered a heavily embroidered shirt and pants. Other than a small sword at his side that was more decorative than useful, he appeared unarmed. 

For the first time in my life, I Saw Davin.

His narrow face was long and drawn. Short hair was dark, not yet graying. He kept his face clean-shaven in the style of the upper class. Some of the moonlight reflected off pale eyes that scanned the square.

They knew I was here.

That meant watchers, eyes I hadn’t seen when we first came into the square. None were here—I would have Seen them—but now I considered who might be hiding within the shops, looking out onto the square. How many extra men had Davin brought? How many did my reputation warrant?

Maybe I was the one who would die here tonight.

If they knew I was here, then they knew about Jaylen. I had planned for the possibility, pushing him into the square under the guise of having his arms and legs bound, but if there were eyes in the buildings they might know just how tightly those ropes were tied. 

I quickly considered my options, thinking through what I would need to do and hoping that Jaylen would realize what I did. 

“You requested a meeting, Galen?” Davin said. He had a deep voice roughened by time. 

He looked right toward where I crouched, confirming my suspicions. The shadows could still help, but I would not be able to rely on the darkness as I had hoped. I was fast, but did not think I could outrun a crossbow at such a short distance. And Davin knew it.

I stood and stepped forward, just enough that he could see my outline. “You came,” I said, putting a sense of mirth into my tone. Let him think I was completely relaxed.

Darts were clutched in both hands and I rolled them between my fingers. The smooth wooden surface, heavily polished to fly true, comforted me as I rolled them. My eyes flashed about the square, memorizing the positions of Davin’s men, my mind running through the possibilities of how they could move.

“Even for you, this is a little unusual,” Davin said. He turned away from me and looked around the square, seeming at ease. With as much protection as he brought, he probably was.

With his back to me, I considered attacking but decided against it. Davin wore a thick cloak just as I did; there was little chance my dart would penetrate. Could I pierce the thick leathers his men wore? Were I to need to hit them, it would take precise targeting on my part. 

The Great Watcher forgive me, but no longer did I consider letting them live.

“This price was insufficient,” I said.

Davin chuckled, turning toward me. “Five talen not enough? You get expensive, Galen.”

“Am I not worth it?” I took a single step to the side, moving closer toward the nearest pair of guards.

Davin’s eyes hardened. “You’re worth what I say you’re worth. You accepted the job. You’ll be paid what I agreed.”

“It’s not enough.”

I sensed Jaylen behind me, shifting. This was not what we had agreed upon, but the plan had to change. They knew he was here.

“Do not think to bargain, Galen. Is that the reason you wanted to meet? Or was there another? Curiosity, perhaps?”

I shrugged. “Five talen is not enough. Not for two.”

“Two?” he asked. He tried to hide the interest in his voice but I heard it. There was an urgency there. How much did he value Esha as one of his courtesans?

“Two.”

“You brought them?” 

Davin knew that Jaylen was here, but now he wondered if I had brought Esha as well.

Beside me, Jaylen tensed again. I hoped that he stayed quiet. The plan depended on him being able to control his anger and rage so that he could target Davin alone.

“There is a price,” I said.

“You were hired for one.”

I slid another step. Now I could smell the man’s sweat. Out of the corner of my eye, I Saw how he gripped the crossbow tightly, his aim slightly off. Sweat beaded on his forehead. The other man, the one with the sword, was turned just enough in the wrong direction that it would take him a split second to orient to me.

“I know what she is, Davin,” I said. “If you want your favorite whore returned, there’s a price.”

Inwardly I tensed; if Jaylen would lose his composure any time, it would be now. He knew as little about me as I knew about him. Less, probably. Only that I was an assassin for hire. Would he trust I would help him when the price on his sister climbed?

Davin snorted. “You think I play favorites, Galen? What is one courtesan when there are so many?” he asked. “She was replaced. I will gladly take her back, though. I imagine she is lost without me.”

“Five gold tils,” I said. 

Behind me, Jaylen sucked in a breath. 

That much gold would replace the stock I’d lost on this job, would grant me enough flexibility to remain selective with my next job.

Davin laughed. The sound was soft and almost melodic. Vibrant.

I hated the way it filled the square, bouncing off the shuttered stores. 

“Gold?” he said. “You’re sadly mistaken if you think that boy is worth any gold.” He shook his head. “No—you’ll take the five talen offered initially and be thankful that I don’t have my men kill you for making me come up for this farce.”

“They can try.” 

Davin laughed again. 

I steadied my breathing as I struggled to ignore the sound. “Five gold,” I said again, my voice growing hard. Cold. All of the musicality of my people was now gone. “Or I keep the girl. You can have him for all I care.”

Davin seemed to consider. “Five for the boy. Two dronr for the girl,” he finally said. He tried to make it sound as if he didn’t care, but I heard the longing buried in his voice. From the way Jaylen leaned forward, he heard it as well.

“Not enough, Davin. This one was more difficult than anticipated and I brought him alive. Dead might have been five dronr, but alive he’s worth at least one gold.”

Davin turned and squinted toward where Jaylen stood. “Difficult? This boy? Maybe your skills have faded, Galen. Regardless, you agreed to the price. Five talen. And I’ll even kill him for you.”

I made a show at considering the offer as I slid another step closer. “Three gold and I’ll give you them both.”

Davin flashed a smile at me, thinking he had me. “I’m feeling generous tonight. I’ll give you ten talen,” he said. “No more discussion.”

“Only if you kill the boy yourself.”

Davin’s face turned sour. Like many of the thief-masters, killing was beneath them, hired out to men like me. “Then you’ll give me the girl?” 

I nodded. 

Davin stepped through his pair of swordsman guards, ignoring their imploring stares to stay where he was, protected, ringed by his guards. Davin barely glanced my way, knowing crossbows were aimed in my direction. 

As soon as Davin neared where Jaylen stood, I moved.

My Sight was a gift from the Great Watcher, but all of my kind had speed and strength.

I flicked two darts toward the men on the opposite side of the square. I had moved where I had an unobstructed line. Without waiting or watching to see that they hit, I flicked another pair at the swordsman in the middle of the square. The terad toxin took them down. 

Someone grunted. I didn’t wait to see who.

I had one dart remaining.

Reaching the nearest crossbow, I kicked his legs out and jammed my fist into his neck. He crumpled, unable to breathe. 

I slipped toward the edge of one of the shuttered buildings and leapt at the last crossbowman. Something hot burned my arm but I ignored it. I kicked, striking him in the stomach, then sent a knee to his face. He went down in a heap.

I grabbed his crossbow from the ground. The loaded bolt was missing.

I understood the hot pain in my arm. 

I didn’t have time to worry about whether the bolt was poisoned. In Eban, many dipped their arrows or knives in various poisons, all to make the coming death more painful. The bolt through my arm wouldn’t kill me. Soon enough I would know if poison would.

I spun and looked to where Jaylen should be. 

Davin had him by the arms. One of Jaylen’s knives had slipped from his hand and rested on the ground. The once loose ropes were twisted tight and wrapped tightly around Davin’s hand.

Jaylen’s eyes were wide, the muscles in his neck tense. Davin held him up off the ground with a surprising strength. Jaylen kicked uselessly.

“What is this, Galen?” he asked. His hard eyes glared at me but he stood defiant and unworried. 

How many men were on the other side of the narrow entrance to the square?

I backed against the nearest wall, moving into the darkness and the shadows, and scanned the square. The six men Davin brought in with him were down, either by my dart or my blows. My arm throbbed painfully. I pushed the sense out of mind. There would be time to think of that later.

“You think to attack my men?” he asked.

“No. Just you.”

Davin turned, still holding Jaylen suspended in the air. “Me? You think this child could kill me?” 

I had, actually, but didn’t say that. “He deserved his chance.”

Jaylen watched me, color draining from his face. Blood bloomed around his stomach and stained his shirt. 

Davin had hired me to kill Jaylen, and by bringing him here, I had.

“Was it worth it, Galen?”

“Worth what?”

“This child. The whore. Are they worth your life?” he asked. “You won’t leave this square alive.”

I thought about Esha. No girl deserved what Davin had done to her, her childhood ripped from her.

I nodded. “Let him go and I’ll make sure it’s painless.”

He smiled at me. “You think to bargain with me now?” He tipped his head toward the narrow gap in the buildings and another pair of men entered the square. Like the first four, both carried crossbows. There were probably more after that.

I shrugged. “Your choice.”

Jaylen’s head hung weakly. Davin held him almost casually. “Give me the girl and I might let you live.”

We both knew that wasn’t true. I wondered if he knew that I would never give him the girl.

I didn’t have much time remaining. The longer Davin delayed me, the more likely his men would enter the square. Then my death would be almost certain.

“I’ll give you the girl,” I started. Davin seemed to relax. 

At that moment, I flicked my remaining dart at his face using my uninjured arm. The aim had to be careful, had to miss Jaylen or I would assuredly take his life and lose my own. 

I Saw it move through the air, tracked its path. 

Too late, Davin saw something jerked back.

The dart caught him in the eye.

He dropped Jaylen and screamed, writhing on the ground. Srirach. Painful and potent. 

I didn’t wait to watch, turning to the men spreading along the edge of the square. As I dropped to the ground, I rolled toward the first man I’d taken down. I grabbed his crossbow and fired, catching one of the men in the chest.

That left one. For now.

All I had left was the sword. He aimed his crossbow. I threw the sword.

He fell in a heap, the blade sinking through his stomach and pinning him to the wall. 

I jerked the crossbow bolt out of my arm and walked to where Davin lay on the ground. The dart stuck up from the center of his eye. Blood welled around where it pierced, dripping down his face like tears. An occasional convulsion shook him. Much longer and he wouldn’t be able to breathe. I knew fire burned through him from the poison.

Taking the dart out of his eye, I slipped it back into my pouch. No sense wasting darts, not if I could easily reclaim it.

“I’ll give you the five gold,” Davin said. His voice was weak and thready. I imagined the srirach working through his body.

“It’s not about the gold,” I said. “It never is.”

He made a strangled noise. “Twenty—”

I leaned over him, making sure he looked me in the eyes with his remaining vision. “There’s no antidote for this.”

Another convulsion made him kick. When it stopped, he turned his head toward me. “You won’t leave here alive,” Davin croaked. His hand twitched, spasms making his muscles useless. 

“Possibly,” I said. “But neither will you.”

Davin tried to move his head but could not. “Was she worth it?”

I thought of the young girl that had been taken from her home and turned into something she should not have been, of a mother taken from her children too soon, of the anger that consumed Jaylen. “Yes.”

Davin smiled. “She was never as good a fuck as her mother. But she’ll learn. They all do.”

If I could do anything to make his death more painful, I would have.

Jaylen got unsteadily up to his knees, a knife gleaming in his hands. Maroon stained his shirt where he’d been injured. A small pool of blood covered the ground where he had fallen. I wondered if Davin had used one of Jaylen’s own knives.

“Jaylen?” I said.

He didn’t look over at me. Instead, he flung himself forward with what remained of his strength, the knife in his hand stabbing Davin in the groin before collapsing on top of him. Davin screamed.

I didn’t know if Jaylen missed where he aimed or if it was intentional.

I unwrapped the ropes from Jaylen’s arms and legs and hoisted him to my shoulder. We still had to get past whatever guards were on the other side of the square. All I had left were Jaylen’s knives. They would be enough. I would get Jaylen back to his sister.

I pulled the sword out of the man as I neared the entrance, wiping his blood on the ground. Moving through the narrow opening, I paused and looked out, expecting another half-dozen men.

I Saw nothing moving, only a few dark splatters I imagined were anything but blood.

As I had learned in the square, that didn’t mean there was no one there. Davin had eyes in the shops. Some might be armed. Others might have run after seeing how I had dispatched all of Davin’s men. Either way, with an injured arm even a couple guards could trap me.

I moved carefully, staying in the shadows as I crept away from the square. Jaylen moaned once but otherwise was silent. He needed a healer, someone with more skill than I could manage, or I still might end up fulfilling Davin’s contract. As we moved, I encountered no more of Davin’s men.

Where had they gone? 

Near the end of the street, I Saw a few shapes, but only one I recognized. Suddenly I understood where Davin’s men had gone. 

Had I not been injured, I might have managed to feel anger. I’d been played.




















CHAPTER SIX




“Orly,” I said, stopping in the middle of the street.

We stood at an intersection, a transition between faded and decrepit buildings and nicer stone. The air carried the scents from both parts of town, a mixture of sewage and perfumes, as if one struggled to overpower the other. The night was still dark, though fading. Soon morning would come. With it, Esha would leave. 

At least now she was free. Unless Orly decided to threaten her as Davin did.

The thin, gray-haired man looked back at me, a half-smile twisting his mouth. He was compact but looked powerful. He met and held my eyes. This wasn’t the first time I’d met Orly—I’d worked for him once before—but I didn’t remember him holding my eyes the way he did. There was no lacking for confidence, no fearing my abilities.

“Galen,” he answered, nodding. “Nice work there.”

I blinked, wondering how deeply Orly had his hand in what had just happened. “You used him to get to Davin,” I said. It would explain Jaylen’s training, how he had known Davin had his sister and mother, if not how Orly knew they were siblings.

Orly’s face never changed. The fact that he was here, standing in the street at this time of night, was answer enough.

“Did something happen to Davin?” he asked.

“He’s in the square. Might still be alive.” Orly arched a brow. “Won’t be for long.”

Orly’s mouth tightened as he threatened to smile. “I’ll send men to get help to him. It would be unfortunate if I were too late, though. Someone would have to assume leadership of his section of Eban.”

And there it was. This was all about determining which thief-master controlled what part of town. Orly controlled a large section of the city already—now certain to be much larger. And he had used me to get to Davin.

“Did you know what would happen?” I asked.

Orly’s face hardened, the corners of his eyes dipping slightly as his mouth turned into a tight line. “That what would happen?”

“That I would go after Davin.” 

Orly glanced over my shoulder before returning to look me in the eyes. “Your reputation is fitting.”

“And what would that be?”

You never knew what others thought of you, especially in the underground. As more of an outsider than most in Eban, I knew even less. 

“That you’re skilled,” he answered.

I snorted softly. Skilled. Nothing about the fact that I was selective as well. Perhaps that was best—that others didn’t know—as I was most often hired to kill. How many had I actually completed as hired? 

Shaking my head, I glanced at Jaylen. “I was hired to kill the boy.”

Orly looked at how he was slung over my shoulder. There was no warmth to his expression. “And did you?”

I didn’t answer the question. Chances were good Jaylen would die. Even if he lived through the night, a knife to the stomach killed most eventually. “Leave them out of this, Orly. Let them leave the city.” Esha deserved to start anew. Jaylen too, if he lived.

“I care little about the girl,” he said, dismissively. “Distasteful, really, the way Davin treated his courtesans. If you hadn’t killed him, someone else would. It is the order of such things.”

I watched him, searching for signs that he might be lying to me, but Saw nothing. To Orly, they were simply a means to an end. “Next time, hire me directly.”

Orly smiled and then laughed. The sound was harsh and bitter. “Don’t worry. I will.”

I turned away as he answered. What he said didn’t matter anyway. Orly had gotten what he wanted, regardless of the cost. 

As I carried Jaylen away, I couldn’t help but feel that some good had come from this. Though I felt terrible—my arm throbbed and I couldn’t bend it completely and I felt a little hitch in my step where Jaylen had stabbed me with the dart—Esha was free and Davin gone. No more girls would be bought as courtesans. 

There had been too much killing tonight. Far too much to please the Great Watcher. That didn’t change the fact that it needed doing.

I took solace in that as I carried Jaylen through the streets and back to his sister. 
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