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PART I – Cloak and Dagger

 

Lightning. Distant flashes periodically lit the tall manor, casting the faces of the many dragons there in an eerie and sudden glow. Thankfully, however, these dragons were made of stone.

The port city called Illikon, crown jewel of the Northwest and seat of power in the wild and untamed outer region of the Achaean Empire, slept peacefully despite the storm at sea. Darkness lay within nearly every building that wasn’t an inn or tavern; only the deepest night-life still bustled. Coupled with the stillness of candlelit streets and the gentle waves heard in its seaside districts, the city was nothing short of beautiful.

To the west, the great Castle Illikon overlooked the sprawling docks that held ships from lands local and distant. The keep, with turrets reaching for the heavens and surrounding crenelated walls, appeared starkly modern against the many older-style structures throughout the city below, such as temples to the gods held aloft by tall pillars and alive with pedimental sculptures.

In such an atmosphere, the whole world felt calm and quiet. How could turmoil exist when here rested such a peaceful city?

Peaceful, at least, save for the assassins set on taking a man’s life.

Two men crept through the night, scaling the outer, black-iron-bar walls of the noble home. But as they made their way up, before they ascended over and down onto the green manor grounds, the sense of being watched crept up their necks. In the streets nearby, a silhouetted shape stopped. A citizen of Illikon – and he saw them.

He froze. So did the assassins. For half a moment, they looked at each other.

The citizen turned and ran. The taller assassin’s hands clenched tighter at the fence they climbed, but the shorter wheeled and leapt from the wall with incredible speed, meeting the cobblestone street in a graceful roll. The tall assassin followed.

“We cannot let him live,” said the short one as the tall assassin landed alongside him.

“We can’t just kill him – we can’t leave a trail of bodies,” the tall one shot back, but the other assassin gave chase, taking off after their witness. “Niall— get back here; we’re blown!”

The shorter man, Niall, disappeared around a streetcorner. The tall assassin rose to his full height, eyes scanning buildings along the way. His partner chased the fleeing civilian on foot, but he had other plans.

The tall assassin, Kye Vakurseth – a name he rarely shared due to its obvious unnatural sound – got a running start and leapt up onto the side of a nearby building. He scaled it with ease, finding handholds or else making them with a great gauntlet on his left hand and arm: segmented steel engraved in strange and intricate designs, covered in spikes, and ending with long, metal claws in place of his fingertips.

He pulled himself up onto the roof and set off at a graceful run. With incredible speed, he cleared the gap to the next rooftop. Never once did he slow, gaze focused on the streets…

The civilian still ran. In the distance, a tower loomed. Probably a post of the city watchmen. Kye couldn’t let him reach it.

Hot on the man’s heels came Niall, rapidly gaining on his target, his long black cloak billowing behind him like a banner of untrustworthiness. Kye, however, overtook them both. He pivoted, jumping from the high rooftop, diving like a falcon – and taking down the unsuspecting civilian.

Kye tackled him, using him to soften his landing, and easily pinned him despite his shouting and flailing.

Kye started, “Be quiet if you know what’s good for y—”

Niall didn’t pause. He charged straight over, dagger in hand that Kye didn’t even notice him drawing, and in a flash, the blade sliced the man’s throat. Hot blood sprayed Kye in the face. He reared back, shielding himself from any more of it, and swore an oath in a language unknown to the ears of Men.

The man sputtered and choked, clutching his neck, fingers scrabbling uselessly. Niall watched him suffocate and said, “I told you we cannot let him live. Help me dispose of him once he is a corpse.”

Ineffectively wiping his face with his right hand, on which he wore only a fingerless black glove rather than a huge clawed gauntlet, Kye blinked past the blood and glowered at his partner. Niall grabbed the dead civilian under the arms and rapidly hauled the corpse toward an alley. Though his build looked narrow, Niall was remarkably strong.

Kye threw a glance back at the Draconius Manor, the house where their target lived, which they yet again had failed to infiltrate. Walled and intricately decorated, it rose high even over the other rich structures. Gargoyles and grotesques of dragons lined its sides and roof, and a pair of dragon statues flanked the gates of the tall fence surrounding the manor grounds. Candles burned in several windows despite the late hour – with more wicks lit as Kye watched. Someone must’ve heard or seen something and woken the household. Why did the House of Drake have so many servants, and why were some always awake? Why was their target always awake?

They’d languished here for several days, unable to kill the man they sought, and that was far too long.

Kye followed Niall into the darkness of the alley, scanning the area again for any potential witnesses. Thankfully, he saw none, though he did spy some watchmen coming down the way. He squeezed his broad shoulders into the very cramped path Niall had chosen.

“Where are you even planning to hide that?” Kye asked incredulously, keeping his voice low. The stink of blood and death filled his nostrils – it wouldn’t be easy to disguise. And he needed to wash his face…

“Perhaps I’ll feed it to you,” Niall remarked.

Kye fixed him in a flat stare. “Gross.”

“Your kind eat flesh, I’m sure.”

“I already told you, don’t talk about ‘my kind.’”

Niall ignored him. “I’ll throw the body in the ocean. No one will be the wiser.”

“It’ll wash up or get caught in a sailor’s net…”

“Let me handle it. I’m still not impressed with where you hid your ‘accidental’ kill in this forsaken city.” He cast Kye a look of daggers over his shoulder. “And wash your face. It’s covered in blood.”

Kye frowned but did as he was told, muttering as he went, “Yeah, and whose fault is that?” 

He departed the alley out the opposite side, letting Niall handle his own dirty-work. He wiped his face as best he could with the cloth he used to clean blood from his blades, making a mental note to wash properly when he got the chance. Moments later, Niall reappeared, skulking alongside him with his dark eyes darting at every shadow.

They made quite a pair. Niall was below average height for an Achaean, a man of the Empire, whereas Kye didn’t know his own heritage but stood as tall as the enormous men of Northrim. And while Kye wore a suit of form-fitting and sleeveless black leather that showed his lean and muscular physique, Niall’s dark, unremarkable clothing and jerkin left only his face uncovered, his form sinewy and his neck eternally crunched near his shoulders.

Kye led the way back toward the Draconius Manor. He wasn’t done studying for tonight. His partner followed him without protest, staying in Kye’s sizable shadow. Niall pulled his hood over his head, covering or otherwise shadowing his greasy black hair and patchy yet equally as greasy beard. His features were unpleasant, like the random shapes of a root vegetable but without the comfort of knowing a vegetable was a thing growing beneath the earth, not meant to be gazed upon, rather than a person.

In nearly every way, Kye was Niall’s opposite. Clean-shaven, Kye had a handsome and chiseled face, with a strong jaw and a heavy brow to match. Black hair just over shoulder-length was mostly pulled back into a low, loose ponytail over his neck, with only a few strands hanging freely on either side of his face. His white skin carried a subtle nutty hue.

The peculiar duo walked past the manor of the House of Drake again, playing it casual, glancing from afar. Why was it, Kye wondered again, that their target never seemed to rest?

He’d since learned what room belonged to the man he and Niall had been tasked to kill, and it never went without a lit candle, movement, or both.  When Kye had first accepted this job – having been hired by a particularly memorable employer who’d worn a mask, all his visible skin slashed by claw-mark scars from great beasts – Kye had foolishly, even arrogantly, expected that killing one knight would prove easy. He’d succeeded in many missions before, some for employers nearly as off-putting.

Yet always his target either remained in the middle of a city that knew him well, surrounded day and night by seasoned soldiers, trained warriors, and veteran knights, or else he traveled far afield on the Plains of Illikon, to distant castles and villages out of reach, often still with companions. Some called him a hero, others called him a nuisance and a bastard, but either way, he was the center of someone’s attention. Their target, the knight Sir Tom Vincent Drake, clearly liked it that way.

The assassins, skilled though they were, had only ever gotten barely beyond the walls of the manor grounds. Each time they moved closer, something happened… like tonight – twice now.

Hooves charged down the street. Kye stopped in his tracks, and Niall still followed in his shadow. A group of armored knights arrived at the Drake Manor’s entrance, dismounting their steeds. Two servants rushed over and threw open the metal gates with an ominous creak. The knights and servants argued about something to do with ‘Sir Tom,’ the assassins’ target.

“We are fools and cowards,” Niall declared from the darkness nearby. “We should just sneak in and kill him. It’s been days, Kye – maybe even weeks; I lose track of time when I drink. The Messengers will send someone else, find us, and punish us for our incompetence. Our hesitation will be our doom.”

Niall was a loyal member of the Silent Messengers, a mysterious group of assassins to which they both belonged – unfortunately. The Messengers had long ago taken in Kye when others would not, but his feelings about the situation were complicated. Kye looked over his shoulder at his partner, whose sour expression darkened the already deep creases of his face.

Kye shook his head. “We can’t get near him— look at this. You wanna go over there and fight six knights? Even if we did win, we’d kill them in the middle of the street and then the rest of the city would be on us like hounds on a wolf.”

“Then you would kill them, as a wolf does hounds.”

“Yes, and what would you be doing?”

Niall didn’t answer. Kye squinted at the colorful heraldry on the knights in question: yellow and blue, decorated with blue fishes. Fins adorned their metal armor. They were from the House of Marks, a family with which the Drakes often feuded.

“You’ve become too interested in your observations of the target,” Niall pointed out, as if on cue. “We’re meant to kill him, not study him.”

“It’s part of the process.”

“But you must go through with it. You study enough to kill him, then you kill him. Or her. Or maybe even it, if it’s an unborn child.”

Kye’s insides twisted. “I really don’t want to hear about that.”

“No? You’ve never had a target like that? I have been sent to kill an infant before, too. Sometimes some noble wants the firstborn dead.” Niall shrugged. “Often it’s the uncle. Easiest job you could ask for.”

“People like you are why demons exist in the first place…” Kye muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Kye answered. He watched as the distant knights, still speaking loudly and with intent to wake the entire household, marched into the manor. Maybe Tom Drake had slept with the wrong woman again, as he was apparently wont to do. Whatever the case, their brief chance to get close to him – if it had ever really existed – was gone for the night.

Kye strode off down another street, leaving the manor behind. Niall’s soft footsteps followed him.

“Where are we going?” he asked. “Don’t you remember we have a job to do? A late job? And that the Messengers won’t be happy with our performance?” Niall paused. “And do you plan to continue walking about the street looking the way you do?”

Kye said nothing. He knew he stood out in his gear, especially that vicious gauntlet he used so often. To compliment it, he wore on his left shoulder a single leather spaulder decorated in two upward-pointing metal spikes. A bandoleer of knives reaching across his chest completed his frightening attire. Niall, meanwhile, looked relatively unassuming in his travel cloak, even if it made him stand out when walking streets usually occupied by local nobility. As they left the wealthiest districts behind, however, such cloaked travelers drew fewer looks. After all, Illikon was a busy city and a port of trade, visited by all manner of folk, some from distant regions.

“Why am I the leader?” Kye retorted instead of addressing his outfit, even while he rested his metal-clawed hand on his sword-belt alongside the golden hilt of his curved-bladed shamshir, a Parsanshari weapon that Imperials often called a scimitar. Like so much of his outfit, his foreign and gilded sword also stood out. “You go kill him, if you’re so capable. I’ll back you up.”

Not answering, Niall kept following. Kye returned to the open city streets but didn’t walk near the lights. He stayed near the shadows, ready to disappear at a moment’s notice.

“Then what are we doing instead?” Niall insisted, snatching for one of Kye’s arms to make him stop, but Kye kept walking. “How are we still working toward our goal?”

“We’ll get close to him a different way—”

A door flew open on the opposite side of the street. A skinny, haggard young man sprawled from it, bodily ejected from the building. He landed in a heap, putting his arms over his head and curling into the fetal position. Two larger figures stepped out after him, looming, hands curled into fists the size of bricks. Kye watched impassively, giving them a wide berth and hastening his gait. He wanted no part in whatever it was. Niall said nothing, not so much as glancing that way.

But as they left the scene behind, Kye still caught a few words. “We need something that will work by midnight tomorrow, or you’re a dead man. The Watch is on us like flies, and we need to be gone. Understood?”

Kye shook his head. Corruption ran deep even in the most civilized and safest of places, and here he was a part of it. He frowned, but he didn’t turn back.

“I am surprised to see criminals operating in this part of the city,” Niall commented, keeping his voice low.

“Every part of a city has crime,” replied Kye.

Niall scoffed. “You’re wiser than I think sometimes.”

“So are you, once in a while.”

Again he scoffed, with more feeling this time, “It’s rare for you, Kye. Like killing a watchman and compromising us not long after we arrived here. What if someone finds that body? And all because you like some stupid girl…”

Kye stopped, turning on his heel. Niall stopped too, instantly lifting his empty palms in fear. But Kye still pointed a long, metal-clawed left finger right at Niall’s narrow chest.

“Don’t,” he said, “call her stupid. And you just killed a guy too.”

“Fine. Then tell me, where are we going when our target is behind us?”

Kye resumed leading. “To a tavern. I need to think, and I like doing that with food… and a drink.”

“You are eager to drown in ale whatever otherworldly sorrows plague you, Kye, but you never actually seem to get drunk. Can… something like you actually get drunk? Does wasting coin on drink help your self-pity?”

“Will you leave me alone? I’ve got enough in my head without you trying to get in there too.”

Niall chortled an unpleasant laugh. “It would be an interesting place. Perhaps I’d learn a thing or two about—”

“Niall? Shut up.”

Finally, the other assassin fell silent. They continued undisturbed through the quiet, starlit Illikon. Kye slid into the shadows as a city watchman, clad in a chain shirt and a deep blue tabard decorated in the city’s golden gryphon emblem, passed on the opposite side of the way. Niall’s hand crept toward one of many daggers hidden on his person, but Kye pushed his arm away. The watchman gave them no trouble, moving on without a word.

Shortly thereafter, they reached a building with candles in the windows and noise leaking from an open doorway. Smells of roasted meat and finely-brewed ale reached Kye’s nose, making his stomach growl and leading him inside.
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The inn bustled with activity despite the late hour. Kye looked over the heads of assorted standing patrons, tall as he was. He spied the best path to a dark corner, exactly as Niall had predicted, and sat at a table away from the commotion. Niall followed close behind him as Kye’s size parted a path through the crowd.

“Don’t see our target in here, do
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