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      Seagulls squabbling over a dead sea turtle had awoken him while dawn glowed orange and blue over the sleeping walled city. They were so insistent that he’d given up on any further rest. Corius watched them tear at the remains of the shredded, smooth carapace and the half-eaten, red-rimmed gape that had been its green head.

      All the while, they hopped, and squawked, and screamed at each other incessantly.

      It was the only entertainment he could afford at the moment, and viewing was free from his open third-floor window. He’d deliberately chosen the back side room of a broken-down old tavern called the Fat Mermaid.

      He’d chosen this place on purpose, finding the worst spot he could on the cheap end of the walled cities’ loading docks. Too many people, lately, knew where to find him.

      His bed made the small room stink. There was no better word for it. The old pad had been breaking backs for an eon by the look of it, and the smell. But it was better than a cellar window in a dank alley, or some spider-infested abandoned shed. But not by much.

      Much to his surprise, the proprietor had told him the place had a bathtub. They also offered fried eggs with black coffee. It wasn’t free, but the water was warm and cheap, and the eggs fresh. Just wait until the cock crows to check on using it.

      Corius was in the double-doored entryway to the Fat Mermaid when the cock crowed. He could still hear those damn gulls squabbling over the hollowed-out sea turtle, too.

      “Corius,”

      His head whirled fast, eyes darting sharply for the source. He recognized that whisper. Throaty, like a cat growling. It was from behind him, and out of reach.

      Dombyr was here.

      He stood in front of the door to the kitchen. A portal that also led to the proprietor's home floor. He wore a black linen shirt and khaki riding pants. On his sword belt, Corius noticed a matched pair of a fine one-handed sword and a long dagger, both right-handed draw.

      “Do you have an aversion to using the front door, Dombyr?”

      “Yes, it’s much like your aversion to doing your sworn duty.”

      Killing and murder, referred to as a duty, sounded corrupt. The men who had killed the young women of his village had probably said the same things to each other.

      “I still have an entire day to get that job done.”

      “I recommend you complete your task today. There’s a new complication for you. Her father grows weary of waiting for what he paid for.”

      Corius spat on the dirty floorboards.

      “What kind of man orders his own daughter murdered?”

      “A rich one. And I might add, a man who would hire more than one killer to get the job done.”

      “Why did he agree to a three-day time span to complete the task if it now bothers him?”

      “I can’t know the man’s mind, and I dare not ask. He’s fickle, and rich, it’s the way of such people.”

      “Maybe he wanted time to change his mind?”

      Corius opened the double front doors to the Fat Mermaid, letting them clang against the hand-cut rough timber walls.

      “Our kind don’t get involved, Corius, we just do our job.”

      Dombyr paced over to the tavern’s group of five tables and sat down at the nearest one. The flimsy wooden chair scratched over the creaking boards as he pulled it out. He fell into the chair, testing its limits, and then put his shining boots up on the table with a loud thud.

      “You’re thinking you can survive if you don’t kill her. It’s plainly obvious. You’ve got a romantic streak, Corius.”

      “I don’t mind either way,” Corius said. “I need to be done with this city.”

      But he did want her to live. Once before in his life, he had stood by and watched a woman he desired, brutally murdered for some supposed greater good. He’d die before he felt that pain again.

      “You might survive my attempt to kill you, Corius, but I doubt it. But either way, someone else is waiting to do your job if you fail to keep your word.”

      He could hear the gulls still battling over the rotting meat of the sea turtle. It was a bloody bounty to them.

      “I will do my duty. I don’t need the Four Swords hunting me.”

      He knew they planned to kill him when he was done. How else would they keep their horrible actions a secret? The first rule of assassination was to kill the killer and close the leaks.

      “She is healing the sick today, Corius,” Dombyr said. “A spiritual zealot to her lovely core.”

      “Where, damn you.”

      Dombyr watched his boots in contemplation, letting the question hang for ten heartbeats.

      “Her mentor and the Lady are setting up a table to share their wares at the Fountain of the sky, the east end.”

      “Perhaps I’ll wait until her day of healing is completed.”

      “Think twice, Corius. It’s beyond tolerance for her family that she dabbles in sorcery.”

      “Have you ever killed one so fine and pure, Dombyr?”

      Dombyr stood and walked towards him. “My life is not an open book, Corius.”

      Corius stepped back and aside to keep his distance as Dombyr walked by him. He considered drawing and murdering the bastard right at that moment. But Dombyr wasn’t that easy to kill; he was certain of that.

      Dombyr stopped in the doorway, looking back, his right hand resting on his sword in a relaxed manner.

      “The next time you see me, if you haven’t done your work, I’ll be coming to do mine. Because that will be my duty, and my job. And I never fail at either.”

      “Are you enjoying watching me flounder thus far, Dombyr?”

      “I know about your run-in with her betrothed. What a foolish gentleman’s squabble for you to fall into.” At that, Dombyr did chuckle a moment. “If there’s a mistake to make, it will find you, Corius.”

      “I live for the razor's edge, Dombyr.”

      “Her betrothed still lives, so yes, the cruel comedy of life does indeed entertain me. And I find that surprising indeed.”

      Dombyr walked away, heading west.

      Corius listened until the assassin’s footfalls were indistinct from those goddamn gulls and the lapping of dirty black water around the dock pylons.

      “Can a man get some eggs and coffee, by all the damnable gods?” Corius yelled.

      He watched the door to the kitchen open a few inches, the hoary pate of the proprietor peeking out of the backlighted crack formed by the creaking door.

      “Is it safe to open for breakfast, warrior?”

      “Aye, as long as your cook gets to it.”

       

      It took Corius thirty minutes to get reliable directions to the fountain of the sky. Once he was headed in the right direction, he settled in for the ten-minute walk.

      “Do your job, and forget this sentimental nonsense.”

      Corius noticed people, of every class, gave him a wide berth as he trudged along. He couldn’t help wondering how insane he looked talking to himself as he walked.

      In a few minutes, he almost walked by the table. He didn’t see Dangerosa. Instead, he saw the small, leathery-skinned head of her aged master, the sorcerer from the Souk.

      He intended to keep walking, not wanting to chat, but the man noticed him at once.

      “We meet again, wandering man,” the sorcerer said. He wore a light orange and blue robe, the raven motif scattered all over it, with heavy embroidery in the form of white clouds.

      Corius stopped, let his weight shift onto his left leg. The air smelled of boiling coffee and sweaty humanity.

      “Yes, it’s me, and how goes your day here, magician?”

      “Today, I’m a doctor, and we are here to heal the sick.”

      Despite wanting to be polite, Corius felt a smile crack his face.

      “You believe your magic can heal. I find that quaint.”

      “My magic does heal. I help others all the time.”

      Corius scoffed, wiping his brow on the sleeve of his beat-up brown linen shirt.

      “Yet, you offer curse or cure as the money flows?”

      “I don’t tell people what to do. To curse is to be cursed, yet many are fine with the trade if they get results.”

      “What is your name, magician?”

      “Fulbari, is me.”

      “Corius.”

      “I know who you are, young man. Everyone knows the man who threw a blade at Harmony Desminata. Your days are certainly numbered, no magic needed for that determination.”

      “Can you make a spell to protect me?” Corius didn’t hide the mocking tone in his voice.

      “I could, Corius, but then I’d be a marked man for helping the biggest problem in our wall city, namely you.”

      “How convenient a dodge.”

      “Have you eaten? You look worn out.”

      “I plan to eat after an errand I must complete.”

      A raven cawed from above them. Looking up, Corius saw the bird perched atop a tower across from the fountain of the sky. There was no water in the fountain. It was filled with trash and weeds and years of debris.

      “My gods are speaking to me.”

      The raven made a gronk, gronk, grunk sound. Waving its head around quickly. Corius could see sunlight reflecting off oily feathers around its thick neck.

      “What does your god say? I can’t wait to hear.”

      Fulbari looked at Corius, staring intensely. His mirthful attitude dropped away.

      “You should buy a better sword if you intend to live much longer. That’s the impression I get.”

      “How say, sorcerer?”

      “Have you ever broken an oath, Corius? You don’t seem the kind.”

      “I’m not a man obsessed with honor or deeds, Fulbari. I’ve taken but one oath, and I’ve never broken it.”

      “A promise then, a contract?”

      “Aye, such things are made to be challenged.”

      Fulbari held up his right index finger. “Yes, you would think that way.”

      “I avoid being bound by such things, it’s true. And the bonds of honor are for fools and stories.”

      “You are a man of honor, I can sense it.”

      “Are you calling me a fool, sorcerer?”

      Fulbari smiled broadly, laughing.

      He’d had enough banter. The magic man was perceptive, and there was much talk around town. Guessing was as good as magic at this point.

      “Food is coming, I can see you are hungry. Stop for a spell and eat with me.”

      Corius felt his teeth clench. His head hurt. The pain was most likely hunger, and two days without good water or coffee. Still, accepting charity from a sorcerer was sheer madness.

      People had started to gather in a ragtag line at the other end of the Fulbari’s table. Corius saw that several people were in line, including a young mother holding a newborn. Of the five or six gathered, all were dressed in rags, and sun burned from long days’ work on the docks or the walled city’s farm fields. It was apparent they had little to nothing of value on them.

      It took Corius a moment to notice Fulbari was watching him as he watched the people.

      “You see, my services are needed here, no?”

      “They need a real medicine man, a doctor trained by a King, or a crone who has spent her life healing the sick.”

      “Sir, it is men like me who teach them.”

      “Sorry, I’m late. The coffee took time to prepare.”

      Corius turned at the familiar voice. He was gladdened by the flash of Dangerosa’s broad smile upon seeing him.

      “Lord Corius, we meet again.”

      Corius gave a curt bow.

      Dangerosa had a handful of small bowls and plates on a wide, pounded metal tray.

      “We will
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