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  A Brief Note on the Use of Cant in This Book


  The various forms of cant, or thieves argot, in this book are inspired by records of actual use from various places and times
  throughout history, from Elizabethan England to twentieth-century American-underworld slang, and many places in between. I have been liberal with both the meaning and forms of many of these words,
  changing them as I deemed necessary for the story and world. In some places, I have altered either the definition or use of a term; in others, I have left them much as they were historically used.
  And, not surprisingly, I have also made up certain canting terms from the whole cloth.


  So, in short, you will find cant both correct and incorrect, documentable and fanciful, in the following pages. For those who know nothing of the patter flash, I hope it adds to the
  story; for those who are familiar with it, I hope any creative license on my part doesnt prove too distracting.


  


  The following is from a playbill for the only recorded performance of the comedy, The Shadow Prince: A Djanese Adventure in Three Acts, penned by Tobin Thespes. It
  opened in the courtyard of the Twin Oaks Inn on the outskirts of Ildrecca and lasted for half an act before the performers were persuaded, at knife point, to leave the stage. No known copy of the
  play still exists.


  Dramatis Personae


  Drothea thief and informer of humble origins, who through some small degree of skill and a great amount of luck has been promoted to the exalted rank of Gray
  Prince among his thieving Kin (much to his own dismay).


  Bronze Degana member of the storied mercenary corps known as the Order of the Degans. Formerly a friend to Drothe, he was recently betrayed by the Gray
  Prince and has fled the Empire to parts unknown.


  Fowler JessDrothes spirited and oft temperamental companion. It is her job to stand Oak (watch over) the Prince while he seeks his
  rest.


  Jelem the SlyA Djanese gambler and magician, or Mouth, living in Ildrecca. He sells his magic to the highest bidder.


  Christiana Sephada, dowager Baroness of LythosA former courtesan, now player at the Lesser Imperial Court. It is hinted that she has contacts among the criminal
  underworld, and maybedare it be saidblood ties, but this is only a rumor at best.


  Emperors Markino, Theodoi, and LucienThe Triuvirate Eternal: the cyclically recurring incarnations of the former emperor Stephen Dorminikos, founder of the
  Dorminikan Empire. Markino, aged and infirm, sits the imperial throne.
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  Chapter One


  I sat in the darkness, listening to the slap of the waves against the side of the boat, and watched as the outline of Ildrecca loomed toward
  me.


  Even with my night vision, the sea wall on this side of the Imperial capital was too vast to take in. It stretched off into the distance in either direction until my magically tinged sight gave
  way to the night. The city was a great, hulking mass: an irregular black line drawn against the star-speckled horizon. A city I was now having to creep back into.


  My city.


  I brought my eyes back down to the scale of men and the forest of narrow spires that seemed to grow from the waters of the Lower Harbor. Lights flickered among those masts, swaying and bobbing
  like nautical will-o-the-wispsships running lights moving in the soft breeze off the sea.


  I still say you should have killed him, said Fowler Jess.


  I looked back over my shoulder. The Oak Mistress was crouched amidships, scowling like an unhappy cat at the water that surrounded the narrow caque. She had both hands out, gripping the
  gunwales as if she might keep the craft from capsizing by force of will. Her green flat cap was jammed down on her head, but that hadnt stopped the breeze from setting stray wisps of blond
  drifting and dancing about her head, giving her an amber-gold halo in my night vision. With her fine features and normally bright eyes, it would have been an enchanting image, if not for the
  smudges of dust and mud and old blood on her face and collar. Well, that, and the dark circles under her eyes that had come from days of hard riding and little sleep.


  Not that I was doing much better, mind. My thighs and ass had stopped being able to feel anything other than pain nearly three days back.


  Weve already been over this, I said, reaching down and running an absent hand over the long, canvas-wrapped bundle at my feet. Reassuring myself for the fifth time in as
  many minutes that it was still there.


  Yes, we have, she answered. And youre still wrong.


  I glanced past her to the figure of the boatman standing in the stern, working his long oar with slow, easy strokes. He was chanting the Nine Prayers of Imperial Ascension to himself, partly to
  keep time for his work, and partly to assure us he wasnt eavesdropping. Boatmen who hired out to run the Corsian Passage at night without bow or stern lights knew better than to risk
  overhearing things. Fine, I said, leaning forward and dropping my voice down to a proper whisper. Lets say Id done what you wanted and dusted Wolf: what then?
  What happens when word gets out that I broke my deal with him? What happens when people learn he kept his part of the bargain and I broke mine?


  Theres a hell of a lot of difference between keeping your promise to a bandit and honoring your word to another Gray Prince.


  Is there?


  You damn well know there is!


  On a good day, maybe, but now? I pointed south, across the Corsian Passage, past the lights of the tiny harbor at Kaidos and the dark smudge of the hills beyond, toward the
  disaster wed fled in Barrab. With a fellow Gray Prince lying dead three days behind us, my dagger in his eye? With me being the last person, the last Kin, to see him alive? I
  shook my head and barely managed to keep the rest of me from shaking along with it. Even now, the thought of the news coming up the Imperial High Road from Barrab made my stomach queasy.


  I ran my hand over the canvas-wrapped sword at my feet again. It had been worth it; it had to have been worth it.


  No one besides us has any reason to think Wolf was involved with Crook Eyes murder, I said. All anyone on the street is going to know is that two Gray Princes met,
  and one walked away. Me. What kind of story does that tell?


  But with Wolf you couldve always


  No, I couldnt, I said. Because if I kill him, it looks like Im trying to cover my tracks. If the street hears I dusted the bandit who snuck me out of Barrab
  past Crook Eyes people, it wont matter what else I do or say, the story will be set: Drothe dusted Wolf because he knew too much. At that point, I might as well take credit for Crook
  Eyes death and be done with it. I settled back on my seat. No, as much as I hate to say it, Wolf does me more good alive than dead right now.


  So he just walks?


  He just walks.


  Fowler spit her opinion of that over the side of the caque.


  I turned back around and watched as the base of Ildreccas city wall resolved itself into the dark jumble that made up the Lower Harbor. A couple of centuries ago, it would have been
  alight and busy even at this hour, with wine and spices and grain weighing down the docks until they groaned, the air rich with the shouts of men and the thump of tonnage and the smell of trade.
  But that had been before the empire decided to expand the landings on the north and east sides of the peninsula that held Ildrecca; now the richest vessels made their way around the citys
  horn to Little Docks and the Pilings and the merchant pier that had been added to the Imperial naval docks, called the New Wharf. The Lower Harbor, once the hub of Ildreccas trade, had
  become the haunt of timber merchants and fishermen, salvage traders and night soil barges. And, of course, the Kin.


  Barely two-thirds of the docks in Lower Harbor were in regular commercial use anymore, which left the rest for us. Smugglers, spies, and the occasional small-craft piratealong with all
  the people and industries that catered to themwere the stock-in-trade of the cordon that had come to be known as Dirty Waters.


  I hadnt left by this route on my way to meet Crook Eye, and I certainly hadnt planned on using it to sneak back into the city I called home. Then again, I hadnt planned on
  being framed for his murder, either. Not after Id sworn the Princes Peace, promising to keep my steel sheathed and my people at bay for the meet, just as he had. The criminals of the
  empire didnt expect much when it came to Gray Princes and our promises, but honoring the Peace was one of them. Without it, there was no reason to expect truces to be made, territories
  respected, negotiations offered, or Kin wars prevented. The Princes Peace kept the legends of the Kin from slaughtering one another on the rare occasions they met, which in turn kept the
  blood and the chaos from trickling down to the streets. It kept us, if not civilized, then at least careful.


  But more importantly, it kept things from getting out of hand. Because if things got out of hand among the Kin, thats when the emperor took an interest in us. And no one wanted that.


  Our boatman grew quiet as we approached a set of water stairs, their steps leading down into the harbor. Id barely felt the scrape of the keel on stone before Fowler was clambering up and
  over me, making for the stairs even as she sent the caque to rocking. The boatman cursed. Fowler cursed. I grabbed the bundle at my feet and made it unanimous.


  A moment later, the Oak Mistress was on the steps, scrambling up toward the quay as the boat settled.


  I reached into my purse and pulled out a pair of silver hawks, then thought better of it and added three more, making sure none of them were clipped. The boatman stepped forward, easy and sure
  in the craft, and I placed a weeks worth of work in his palm. To his credit, he nodded and pocketed the windfall without comment.


  I turned and considered the slime-smeared steps, the rocking of the boat, and the canvas-wrapped bundle in my hands. I bent my knees, took a breath. . . .


  You want I should throw that to you?


  I blinked and looked back over my shoulder. What?


  The package, said the boatman. Steps are tricky enough as it is; figure you dont need the added trouble of your hands being full.


  Ive got it, I said. I turned back to the quay. I just needed to get the timing right. . . .


  Does it float?


  I jerked back. What?


  Wondered if itd sink or swim ifn you dropped it. Wonder if youll do the same, for that matter.


  Look I began.


  I dont need your girl tracking me down and cutting me up cause I let you drown, he said. And I dont need you doing the same if you drop your cargo
  gettin off my boat. Figure its better for us both if I toss it to you once youre ashore.


  I considered the steps, the boatman, the water all around us. Considered the canvas-wrapped sword in my hands.


  I aint stupid, he said from behind me. Last thing I want to do is cross the likes of you.


  Last thing I want to do is be crossed, I said softly. Mostly to myself.


  Drothe! Fowlers voice came hissing down from the quay. What the hell. Whats taking so long?


  I hefted Degans sword, feeling more than just the weight of steel and leather and canvas in my hands. There was history here; obligation; blood. Not to mention broken promises and
  memories.


  Id already lost him: I couldnt lose his sword. Not after having just found it in Crook Eyes possession. Not after having almost killed for it.


  I handed the wrapped blade back to the boatman. Even if he were to row off with it, I stood a better chance of finding him than I did retrieving the sword from the bottom of the harbor.


  I adjusted my stance, the muscles of my back and legs protesting, and waited for the caque to bump up against the stairs again. When it did, I half stepped, half leapt across. Only one
  foot ended up slipping back into the water.


  When I turned, the boatman had moved his caque up, bringing him even with me. He hesitated a moment, bending over the blade, and then tossed the long bundle in an easy arc over the water.
  The blade landed in my arms almost before I had a chance to be worried. I drew the sword in close, then looked out at the boatman. He was already beginning to move away.


  Hey! I called after him.


  He turned his head but didnt stop working his oar.


  I forgot to ask, I said. Has any news worth noting come across tonight? Such as, I thought, word of a Gray Princes death?


  This a test?


  Straight.


  He seemed to consider for a moment. Naught I heard. A flash of teeth in the gloom. But then, I dont hear much, yeh?


  I smiled and began to turn away.


  Heya! he called.


  I looked back.


  Check the blade. Slight pause. Your Highness.


  His chuckle was still rippling across the water as I held up the sword, but any anxiety I felt vanished as soon as I saw what hed done. A worn length of rope had been tied to
  Degans sword, running from the canvas-covered crosspiece down to a spot just above the point, forming an impromptu sling.


  The boatman was on his way to becoming an amber-limned smudge on the water by now, but I raised my hand in thanks anyhow. I couldnt be sure if the sound that came back was more laughter
  or just the water.


  I passed my left arm through the rope, ducked my head under, and let the sword settle across my back. It felt strange, but it also felt good. I climbed the rest of the way up the water stairs,
  my left foot squelching every other step.


  Fowler was waiting at the top, her travel coat thrown back to reveal the deep green doublet and split riding skirt beneath. Scratch was standing beside her, his heavy hands hanging loosely at
  his sides, his face as expressive as a poorly carved block of granite. He was sporting a bloody lip. Fowler had sent him ahead to scout out the docks and arrange for discreet passage into Ildrecca.
  I didnt care for the results his face predicted.


  Problems? I asked as I reached the top.


  Misunderstanding, said Scratch.


  How big of one?


  Scratch shrugged, meaning it could be anything from broken ribs to a broken neck for the other cove.


  Is it going to get in the way of using the Gate? I said.


  Wouldnt recommend calling on Soggy Petyr.


  Fowler and I exchanged a look. Soggy Petyr was one of the local bosses down in Dirty Waters, specializing in for-hire press gangs, stolen goods, and shaking down small shipmasters. He also
  controlled access to the oldest and largest hidden entry point this side of Ildrecca: the Thieves Gate.


  I pointed at Scratchs lip. Petyrs boys? I said, hoping for the best.


  Petyr.


  I pinched the bridge of my nose. Scratch. . . .


  Called you a cut-rate cove. Called Fowler worse. Wanted to shake us down. Backhanded me when I told him where to go.


  I sighed. I should have expected this. Various bosses and Kin had been testing me ever since the street had proclaimed me a Gray Prince three months back. Turned out having the title and keeping
  it werent the same thing, especially when you made the jump from street operative to criminal royalty in less than a week. People wanted to make sure my rise hadnt been a fluke, that
  it wasnt dumb luck that had put me on top.


  Never mind that it had been luckthe important thing was to rise above it. A handful of hard names from the likes of Petyr werent going to bring me down, especially if I
  sent some of my people to talk to him once I was back inside the city. But tonight, in his territory, with only two coves on my blinders, the city gates locked until dawn, and a
  dangerous rumor running up behind me? This wasnt the time or place to have a thin skin.


  Unfortunately, it was starting to look like Scratch hadnt seen it that way.


  And you took it, right? I said. When Petyr showed you his hand, you stood there and you took it, right?


  Scratch rubbed thoughtfully at the knuckles of his left hand and didnt answer.


  Right?


  Man hits you, sometimes you dont think. Sometimes you


  Oh, for the Angels sake! I turned away, not trusting myself to keep from backhanding Scratch myself. I took two steps along the quay, paused for a breath, took two more.


  I could feel the edges of the sword biting into my back through the canvas as I thought of the man who had used to own it. A bloody lip? Not fucking likely. Degan wouldnt have let Petyr
  touch himwouldnt even have let him start the motion. The fight would have been over before it started. Hell, it wouldnt have started in the first place. If Degan were here . .
  .


  No. Stop. Wishes and fishes and all that crap. Besides, Id already poisoned that pond well and good. There was no going back.


  I turned around. Fowler gave me a warning look as I came back. I nodded in response. Scratch was her man, not mine: any consequences for this would be meted out by her. Raising my hand against
  him would only get me a face full of Oak Mistress, and not in any way Id like. That pond had turned sour as well.


  I glared up at Scratch. How bad was it with Petyr?


  Dont think I broke his jaw, if thats what you mean.


  You dont think you? I took a deep breath, tried again. Howd you get out of there? By all accounts, Petyr doesnt travel light.


  Scratch shrugged. Threw a table and ran.


  I opened my mouth to say more, thought better of it, and turned to Fowler instead. The Thieves Gate is out, I said.


  You think? She looked around the wharf. We cant stand around here for long. Broken jaw or not, Petyrs going to have his people all over the Waters looking for
  us.


  I nodded. Dirty Waters sat on a narrow strip of shore between Ildreccas city wall and the Corsian Passage. It had one main thoroughfarecalled either Eel Way or the Slithers,
  depending on who you talked tothat paralleled the city wall. Down in the Lower Harbor, it was wide enough for three wagons; here in the Waters, it was a good day when two carts could pass
  each other and only rub wheel hubs. People, barrels, ramshackle huts, and garbage clogged most of the road, leaving a meandering path intersected by the occasional side street or alley. The back
  ways were even worse.


  The entire place was a warren of hidey-holes and roosting kens, but it wasnt a warren I knew well. Running would be better than hiding, if we could manage it.


  Well need to stick to the Slithers if we want to get out of here, I said as I began to move away from the quay.


  I dont suppose you have any friends around here, do you? said Fowler as she fell in beside me.


  No, I said, looking up the street. Had that shadow been in that doorway before? But thats not the important question.


  It isnt? said Fowler.


  No.


  Then what is?


  The shadow, I decided, was definitely new, as were the four that had just slipped around the corner on the opposite side of the street. All were coming our way. Fast.


  The important question, I said, drawing my rapier and my fighting dagger, is how far is it to the end of Soggy Petyrs territory? Because unless the answer is
  pretty damn close, were going to have a long, hard fight ahead of us.


  


  Chapter Two


  I took the corner fastso fast that I slipped in the small pile of fish entrails someone had dumped inside the entrance to the alley. I
  managed to catch myself against a crate in the process and keep running. The maneuver gained me a palmful of splinters, but it was a hell of a lot better than the alternative being offered by the
  pair of Petyrs Cutters running a block behind me.


  I dodged past barrels and around fallen timbers, unsure whether to be grateful for the detritus or not. It could hide me and foil my trail, but it was also slowing me down. If I lost much more
  ground to my pursuers, all the switchbacks and trash in the world wouldnt keep them off my blinders.


  I burst out of the alley and into what passed for a piazza in Dirty Watersbasically an irregular open space set off by a laundry on one side and a tavern on the other. Weak light spilled
  out of the tavern, illuminating a collection of ramshackle tables and benches, all set on an uneven patio made up of stray boards laid out on the ground. Men sat at the tables. Two of them looked
  up as I staggered past, my eyes already burning from the faint light. Neither man moved to interfere.


  Small blessings.


  I was most of the way across the piazza, heading for a gap in the buildings on the far side, when I heard a shout of triumph behind me.


  Petyrs boys. Had to be.


  I redoubled my efforts, pushing tired limbs and battered muscles as best I could. Between the trip up from Barrab and the ambush on the quay, there wasnt much left to draw on; but given
  the alternative was to turn and fight andmost likelylose, I headed into the alley and prayed I wouldnt stumble over some fresh hazard.


  If I could only find a handy bolt-hole, or a Rabbit Run, or maybe a Thieves Ladder to . . .


  There. I came around a turn to find a gift from the Angels themselves: a tall, sloping pile of garbage directly ahead of me. If I could get enough purchase to run up it and leap to the
  overhanging gutter beyond, I might be able to . . .


  Pain flared along my back as I picked up my pace, reminding me I was doing good to be moving at all. Id been striped across the back on the quay, just before wed been forced to
  rabbit: now a line of fire extended from below my shoulder blade, down across my ribs, to my hip. While I still wasnt sure if it was a cut or one hell of a bruisemy hand had come back
  red when Id reached around to check the wound, but thered been no way to tell whether the blood was mine or someone elsesI did know I would have ended up in two pieces
  if it hadnt been for Degans sword lying across my spine.


  One piece or two, though, there was no way I was going to be making that leap.


  I skirted the garbage pile, tripped over a decaying mound of fur that might have once been a dog or a cat, and fell. My knee landed on something hard and I let out a gasp. Then I was up and
  running again, but not for long. Thirty paces on, the alley ended in the back of a building.


  I looked around. Dawn, I expect, was pushing itself toward the horizon somewhere to the east, but here in the slums of Dirty Waters, deep under the shadow of the city walls, it was still dark
  enough for my night vision to function.


  I studied the alley in the red and gold highlights of my sight and felt my heart sink. The wooden wall before me looked weathered and worn, but that didnt mean it would give way easy. I
  could still be trying to kick a hole in it when my pursuers arrived. The buildings to either side were brick, tall and without doors. There was a single window high up to my right, but it was
  boarded over.


  The sounds of voices and stumbling feetand more ominously, of bared steel scraping up against stonecame to me from back along my path. They were getting closer.


  I took a step toward the garbage. Maybe if I could bury myself in it quickly enough, I could . . .


  No, wait. Even better.


  To call the gap in the wall near the garbage pile an alcove would have been generous. At best, it was a space where two buildings failed to meet, just behind the stinking pile and well in the
  shadows of the buildings that formed it. That I had initially missed seeing the gap spoke well of its potential; that I had missed it with my night vision was even better. If I couldnt see
  it, it would be nearly invisible to the normally sighted Cutters on my tail.


  I hoped.


  I stepped over to the alcove, drew the long knife from my boot, and slipped into the small space as best I could. It was a tight fit, especially with Degans sword strapped to my back, but
  I wasnt in a position to complain.


  I heard smaller things shifting and scuttling away as I invaded the gap. Something hard poked me in the side, while something soft ran up my shin before deciding to jump off at the knee. My
  right leg and part of my hip were left sticking out into the alley.


  I settled in and listened and wondered how Fowler and Scratch were faring. Whether they were even alive.


  It had been an ugly fight, even by Kin standards. Scratch had dropped two of Petyrs men at the outset, and Fowler another, but the odds never shifted in our favor. By the time Id
  driven one of the Cutters into the harbor, more of Petyrs people had begun to arrive. Steel and strategy quickly gave way to fists and fury, with elbows and teeth and worse coming into play
  in a vicious blur. When I finally managed to look up from the man whod tried to lay my back openI ended up pushing his eye into his head, along with four inches of my rapiers
  cross guardit was to see Fowler riding the back of another Cutter, her legs wrapped around his waist as she plunged her dagger down and into his chest. Even as I watched, another woman began
  to move to flank her, while a dozen yards away Scratch, his left side a study in blood, swung his sword like a scythe as he tried to fend off the three coves who were driving him backward toward a
  stack of barrels.


  There were too many Cutters: too many on the quay, and too many more on their way. Soggy Petyr owned this corner of Dirty Waters, and he was clearly willing to empty it out to take me down. If
  we wanted to survive, we needed to fade.


  And seeing as how theyd been sent after me in the first place . . .


  Id made noise when I lefta lot of it. I shouted, stomped my foot, banged my rapier against my dagger and yelled for Fowler and Scratch to run. Then, pausing long enough to gather a
  dark glare from Fowler and a handful of not nearly so intimidating looks from the Cutters, Id bolted.


  Three of Petyrs people had followed, three more had stayed behind. Not the numbers Id been hoping for, but I wasnt in a position to be picky. At least this way, Fowler and
  Scratch would stand a chance of breaking free and taking to the back ways or rooftops. I hoped.


  As it was, Id heard an ominous yell and a splash as I ran up the street and ducked down an alley. The voice had sounded like Fowlers, but between the distance and the sound of my
  feet, it was hard to be certain. With luck, the sound had been her getting the better of her attacker and throwing them into the harbor, and not the other way around.


  The crunch of brittle wood beneath shoe leather brought me back, and I drew farther into my hiding spot. A moment later, I watched as a figure came into view on the far edge of the garbage pile.
  A second figure followed. The third man had stumbled over an inopportune stool Id managed to tip into the road and hit his head on the corner of a horse trough. I knew this because
  hed been close enough to splash me with waterand worsewhen hed gone down. Damn, but that bastard had been fast.


  Both of the remaining Cutters were moving slower now, casting their gazes across the shadows and listening for vanished sounds of my flight. I let them pass. Darkness or no, theyd be able
  to make out the end of the alley in another dozen steps. Once they did, theyd come about and begin working their way back. And while my hiding spot was good, I didnt doubt their
  chances of finding me once they stopped worrying about the chase and instead began to search.


  Which meant I needed to deal with them before they turned around.


  I crouched down in my little crevice and counted their steps.


  One . . . three . . . five . . .


  Far enough.


  I crept forward, using my night vision to avoid any bits of garbage or debris that might give me away. In my right hand, I could feel my grip on my knife turning clammy with sweat, and was
  suddenly grateful for the wire wrapping on the handle. This was going to be hard enough without having to worry about the weapon slipping at the last moment.


  In most instances, when you want to knife someone in an alley and arent worried about niceties, you simply step up behind him and do your best Hasty Tailor. But in this case, there were
  two very good reasons I couldnt stitch the Cutter a dozen times in half as many seconds. First, because he was wearing a doubletand not just any doublet, but one that looked to have
  originally been a noblemans formal piece. Oh, the fine trim and the buttons had all been pulled off and sold ages ago, but that wasnt what I was worried about: no, even from here, I
  could see that his secondhand brocade was still holding its shape, which meant it was lined and stiffened with either horsehair or wool. Both of those could easily turn, if not stop, a dagger
  thrust. Not necessarily a problem if you had the right bladesay, a good stiletto, or even a finely tapered assassins spikebut I had neither. Instead, I was holding a broad,
  leaf-shaped dagger better suited for street fights than delivering the steel cure.


  And secondly, both men were Cutters. The name wasnt an accident: they made their living swinging steel. If I took too long dusting one, the other would simply turn around and carve me up
  before I had a chance to close the distance.


  No, I needed to do this quiet, and by quiet I meant quick. A fast, definitive thrust to a place I could reach, even when the target was a good two heads taller then me. Say, the soft spot just
  behind and below the right ear. Nice and quiet and clean. Which was exactly where I stabbed him.


  Almost.


  I dont know if I made a noise or if he had a sudden premonition, but either way, he decided to turn around just as I was thrusting upward. It didnt save himit was too late
  for thatbut it did make for a sloppy job.


  Maybe a deep-file Blade could have done it: could have stabbed, caught and lowered the body, all while moving on to the next man. Ive seen professional assassins do more with less. But I
  was no Blade, and in any case, I was in no shape to catch a falling cove taller than I was.


  So I simply I let the bastard gasp and drop.


  The other Cutter was already turning by the time I had my blade free of his friend. I didnt hesitate: Screaming so as to not give myself time to think, I launched myself at him, hoping
  like hell that my body was faster than his sword.


  We collided with a mutual grunt. I felt my dagger bite. I drew it out, brought it forward, then out, then forward. Repeat. Repeat again. And again. And again. Until I finally realized that the
  only thing holding him up was my arm, which I didnt remember wrapping around his back.


  I dropped my free arm and stepped away. The Cutter fell to the ground. This one, at least, hadnt been wearing a doublet.


  I bent over, put a bloody hand on my knee, and took a long, shaking breath. Everything hurt. Everything felt heavy.


  Angels, but I was tired.


  Not bad, said a voice from behind me.


  I spun around, knife up, teeth bared.


  Please, I thought, let there only be one of them. I can only handle one.


  There were two.


  The biggerand by bigger, I mean vastly widerof the two held up his hands. He had thick fingers and a curling black beard.


  Ho-ho. Easy, friend. Were just here to watch.


  And maybe applaud, said the other. He was a taller, slimmer version of the first, with the same hooked nose and clipped accent. No beard.


  Brothers?


  I ran through all the local assassin teams I knew. The only pair of siblings who worked together regularly in Ildrecca were the Knuckle Brothers, and these werent them. Not that Id
  ever met the Knuckles, but it was well known on the street that Croy Knuckle preferred farthingales and wigs when he worked, and there wasnt so much as a chemise between the two men before
  me.


  So, not the Knuckle Brothers.


  Then, who?


  A bit of applause never goes unwanted, agreed the heavier man. He eyed me up and down, then clapped his hands twice before rubbing them vigorously together. Two less to
  worry about, eh, Ezak?


  The balance grows in our favor, said the tall one.


  Only marginally, dear coz. Only marginally.


  Balance? I said.


  The first mans smile widened even farther. Of vengeance, of course.


  I stared at the two men. They were dressed well, if usedthat is to say, what they wore was of good, secondhand quality. The few patches I could see were all done carefully, with fabric
  that had been selected to match the color or pattern of the original as closely as possible. There wasnt a weapon visible between them, which disturbed me even more.


  Not Cutters, then. Or at least, not Petyrs, if the two lying on the ground were any indication.


  I bent down slowly and wiped first my knife, and then my hand, on the shirt of the man at my feet. I didnt take my eyes off the pair. Both men nodded approvingly.


  See, Ezak? said the broader of the two. Cocksure and wary at once. Oh, how I wish Ambrose were here to see this.


  He could gain a fortnights worth of education in just a few minutes watching this, agreed Ezak.


  And its not as if his Capitan doesnt need the work.


  Neath dame Moons steely light, I prowl the byways of the night, recited Ezak. Aye.


  Oh. Actors.


  I relaxed and stood up.


  Glad I could adjust the balance for you, I said, not knowing or caring what they meant. I moved to push past them. The last thing I needed was to get distracted by a pair of
  Boardsmen.


  A thick hand settled down on my shoulder. Hold, now, friend, said the first man. I think we might be able to do each other a favor here.


  I stopped and stared at his hand. After a moment, it crept back from my doublet and returned to his side.


  I dont need any favors, I said. And Im not inclined to do any, either.


  Of course, of course. Nothings free, after all. But I was merely thinking


  Dont think.


  The thicker man smiled. Yes, of course. Youre a busy man. I can see that.


  I was four paces along when he spoke to Ezak, his voice pitched perfectly to reach me.


  Mind you, coz, he said, Id give a nights share of the box to see how he makes it through the city gates looking like a slaughterhouse.


  Especially with Soggy Petyrs men scouring the streets between here and Low Harbor, returned Ezak, his voice finding me with equal ease. Too bad we werent the
  only ones to see him run past the tavern. I fear some of the others back there might sell him out.


  Aye, its a risk. But what am I saying? Any man who can handle two such desperate coves as these can find his way across the Waters and through the Gate. He snapped his
  fingers. Why, its a good thing I didnt offer a change of drapes and a sly walk into the city: Id like as not have insulted the fellow!


  Never insult a Kindred cousin, advised Ezak.


  From your mouth to the Angels ears, dear coz. I could almost hear the theatrical nod of his head.


  I took two more steps before I came to a stop. I flexed my hand and felt the fingers stick against the palm from the Cutters blood; felt the throb of the splinters in my other hand; felt
  my legs trembling beneath me whenever I stopped moving. I knew my pants were covered in a mixture of mud and blood, that my doublet and jerkin were stained with the same. I could strip to my shirt,
  but I expected there would be some of my own along the back even then.


  With a cloak, at night, I might be able to make it past a patrol of Rags like this, but in broad daylight, at a port gate? Forged passport or no, my appearance would get me a seat in the rattle
  boxor worse. And I didnt have time to wait for night again; not if I wanted to get ahead of the news, let alone start people looking for Fowler and Scratch.


  As for Petyrs men . . . that gauntlet didnt exactly appeal.


  I turned around. The broad man feigned surprise; Ezak smiled outright.


  Fine, I said. Get me clean drapes and a way into the city, and Ill consider your proposal.


  Youll agree to the proposal, sir, or get nothing. No payment, no performance.


  I looked pointedly back the way Id come. If we stay here much longer, the only performance well be doing is for more of Petyrs people. Get me off the street and
  something in my belly, and we can talk.


  Done! His beard split with a wide grin. And so away, neath stars sparkling light, lest misfortune claim us in the night.


  Actors. Angels help me.


  We Kin are nothing if not a particular lot. Even before Isidore had formed us into a more-or-less cohesive body-criminal two centuries ago, the darker elements of the Empire
  had been naming and defining themselves for ages. Every con, every tool, every target and kind of criminal has a specific term associated with it. Just as a carpenter or a fisherman has his jargon
  of the trade, so we Kin have our cant: our gutter shorthand that lets us talk business quick and easy and on the sly. If you hear talk of a Capper foisting the langrets,
  know that false dice are being palmed and switched about on the board. Should a fellow be referred to as a boman Talker, walk the other way before you are talked out of every
  hawk you own. Customs are marks, Magsmen the cardsharps and professional nobles who prey on them, and a cross drum, the tavern where they meet to split their loot.


  Actors, by contrast, fall somewhere between the well-lit world of the Lighters and the darker realm of the Kin. Entertainers to nobles and the mob alike, Boardsmen are nevertheless not part of
  proper society: they have no set address, produce nothing tangible, live and work at odd hours and in strange ways. They are never who they seem onstage, speak in a strange, almost canting tongue
  at times, and frequent both the highest and lowest circles at once. Most have, at one time or another, done Kindred work, be it something as simple as a bit of cardsharping or swag shifting
  (traveling troupes can take on stolen goods as props in one town and sell them off in another without notice), or as involved as playing an extended part in a local gangs
  production of Barnards Law. But one thing is certain: Actors are not Kin proper. They can be charming and clever, demanding and egocentric, resourceful and restless, but above
  all, they are unreliable.


  Which was what I kept reminding myself as I sat, a cup of fortified honey wine in my hand, and listened to the heavy mans story wind down.


  And that, in a nut, sir, he concluded, is our predicament.


  I looked at the circle of faces around me. There were a dozen in all: seven men and five women. Most were expectant, several were carefully neutral, and at least two seemed dubious.
  Onethe oldest woman, who was busily mending a shirt off to one sidelooked downright hostile, when she looked at me at all.


  I was inclined to agree with her.


  This was madness.


  I turned my eyes from the rest of the troupe to the man before me. And what do you want me to do about it? I said.


  Tobinthe broader of the two men who had met me in the alley, and who had proved to be the troupes leaderspread his hands. We were in the hayloft of a livery stable. Tobin
  had rented it out as a combination sleeping ken and make-do rehearsal hall. I had, in honor of the hope I represented, been given the sole chair in the place.


  None of them had figured out who or what I was, and I hadnt offered to tell. Let them think me just another Draw Latch. It made things less complicated and kept expectations low.


  I saw how you moved, the pad of your step, he said. Youre a Getter if I ever saw one. And no friend of Soggy Petyrs, from what I can fathom, either. A
  friend of my foe be mine foe as well; but let a man stand gainst one who stands gainst me, and ever after shall I


  Save the soliloquy, or whatever the hell you call it, I said. Just because I slipped the steel to a couple of Petyrs men doesnt mean Im willing to go up
  against him for you.


  Told youd hed tell us to flog off, muttered a voice from the back of the troupe.


  Did I say I wanted our friend to challenge our tormentor? declared Tobin to the room. He turned to Ezak. Did I even imply such a thing?


  You did not.


  There, you see! he said, turning back to me. No such thing, sir. No, I merely ask that, in return for the bounty of our aid and hospitality, you retrieve something of ours
  that has been wrongfullynay, foullytaken. He smiled a smile that was likely worth three hawks on a good night. A pittance of an exchange, I should think.


  Their bounty so far had consisted of a basin of water to wash myself and my woundthe skin had split open from the blow to my backsome linen bandages, a cleanish shirt
  and coat, and the promise to help get me into the city. In return, they wanted me to lighten Soggy Petyr.


  It seemed that Petyr had branched out: he was now in the business of holding and insuring certain property that came through the warehouses he owned. Tobin and his
  troupe had landed in Dirty Waters a week ago, fresh from a command performance in I-Hadnt-Bothered-To-Pay-Attention-opolis. Unfortunately for them, most of their propertyincluding the
  chest holding all of their playshad passed into Petyrs hands and never left.


  Props could be replaced, and costumes could be remade from secondhand drapesbut plays, well, those were another matter entirely. A troupes collection of plays was built over the
  course of years: unique works written, purchased, cribbed and even stolen, all for the sole use of the company. A signature piece could keep a troupe working for years, while a successful new play
  could open avenues of patronage and success that might have seemed unattainable just a season ago. If the actors were the scheming, turbulent, brilliant heart of the troupe, then the plays were its
  soul. And a company cannot survive without a soul.


  The problem was, recent personal issues with Petyr aside, I didnt have the time or resources to crack the Petty Bosss ken and make off with a trunk full of paper just now. Not with
  news of Crook Eye galloping its way up from Barrab even as I sat here.


  But it was equally clear that Tobin wasnt going to take no for an answernot when he had something he knew I needed.


  I slipped an ahrami seed into my mouth. I took my time, letting it settle beneath my tongue, releasing its juices and seeping into my system. It would do them good to sweat a bit, to
  think about what their options were if I said no. I embraced the flood of awareness and ease that came over me, listened as their feet shuffled in the straw.


  Finally, I bit down. Then I stood up. The troupe shifted unconsciously, widening the circle around me. Tobin was the only one who didnt give ground.


  Breaking into a roosting ken is hardly a pittance, I said slowly. Dirty Waters or no, Petyrs a local power. He wont leave the door standing open for someone
  like me; especially not me, considering what I did to his people.


  But surely began Tobin.


  I held up my hand. Im not finished. I looked around the room, making sure I had their attention. If you give me some timea few days, maybe a weekI can
  get your chest for you. Along with Petyrs ass, depending on who I put on the job. But its not something I can do right now, not on short notice.


  Toban scowled. We werent planning an extended engagement in the Waters.


  And I wasnt planning to wash the blood of Angels know how many coves off me, let alone buy my way into Ildrecca from a bunch of Boardsmen, but there it is. Im playing it the
  best I can. I suggest you do the same.


  And how do we know youll come back and do what you say? This from the same doubting voice in the back of the troupe.


  I didnt take my eyes off their leader. You could have turned me over to Soggy Petyr in exchange for your property. Maybe even have gotten more than your plays back. You
  didnt. Tobins eyes narrowed. He dipped his chin a fraction, telling me hed thought of that idea and discarded it. That would have been the easy way, but not the
  honorable one, I said. I dont forget things like that. My word to you is good.


  The old woman snorted. A thiefs word, she muttered, not even bothering to look up from her sewing.


  It suddenly felt as if the entire room was holding its breath. I sensed more than saw every pair of eyes, save Tobins, shift first to the old woman and then back to me.


  I took a slow breath myself and forced a smile.


  Almost as bad as an actors honor, isnt it? I said.


  The tiniest corner of her mouth turned up.


  The room relaxed.


  Its settled, then! pronounced Tobin. In exchange for aid and succor, our good Getter here will deliver us our property within the seven-night. He extended his
  hand and helped me to my feet. The sudden movement made me feel light-headed, but I didnt resist. As I stood, his other hand came around and across my backabove my wound,
  thankfullydrawing me closer.


  But know this, thief, he muttered in my ear, his smiling lips barely moving. Im trusting you with the well-being of my troupe. If you fail, its no rain off my
  hatIll get the scripts another way, if I must. But if you put any of my people in danger, or tell Petyr who sent you, Ill make sure you pay. Cousins we may be, but Ive
  closer relation than you, and they carry long knives of their own.


  I smiled as I returned the embrace. I wouldnt have it any other way, I said. Not any other way at all.


  


  Chapter Three


  I parted ways with Tobin and his people three blocks inside the citys walls, at the Square of the Sixteen Angels. True to his word, the
  troupes leader had gotten me through not only the city gates, but Dirty Waters and the Lower Harbor as well, all without incident. I still wasnt convinced wed needed to lighten
  my hair with ash and turn my goatee into a full beard using lambswool and glue, let alone stick me on a short pair of stilts known as giant shoescomplete with long pants and
  false feetbut I hadnt been in a position to argue. And besides, as Tobin had rightly pointed out, Petyrs men would be looking for a short, dark-haired cove with sly eyes
  and a partial beard, not a stiff-legged old man who clearly needed help walking. Mind you, the parade of actors half a block ahead, singing and performing as they went, hadnt hurt when it
  came to drawing eyes away from me either.


  Not that it had been easy. If you had asked me halfway up whether it it was worth it, Id have told you that Id rather fight my way through all of Dirty Waters and half of the Lower
  Harbor than take another step in those damn stilts. But now that I was standing on the ground, my own shoes on my feet and the stage makeup washed away in the fountain before me? All things being
  equal? I still would have picked the fight.


  Youll not forget our deal? said the troupe leader as I flicked wet hair away from my face.


  I glanced past him, toward a small group of Rags lounging in the shade of a building, their red sashes marking them as city guardsmen. They werent close enough to overhear, but they were
  handy enough to cause trouble if Tobin decided to make a scene. Youll get your plays, I said. Dont worry.


  The corners of Tobins mouth pulled back. Clearly, he was having second thoughts now that hed gotten me into Ildrecca. A hawk on the wrist as opposed to a pair in the sky and all
  that. Yes, of course, he said, but I still


  I stopped wringing out my hair and stepped closer to him. I even summoned a smile to my face. It wasnt easy, given that hed just questioned my word. Twice. Relax, Boardsman.
  I keep my promises.


  Tobins gaze went from my mouth to my eyes. He didnt seem reassured by what he saw. Yes, well, let us hope so.


  I gave him a final nod, handed him the patchwork coat theyd thrown over me to hide both of the swords I was carrying, and left.


  I craned my neck as I walked, enjoying the sensation of once again taking in Ildreccas walls from the inside. This close they loomed, extending from shadow into sunlight, the dark brick
  and beige stone turning to red and cream as it rose. Far up, I caught a glintfrom a spear tip or helmet or bit of armor I couldnt tellas someone made their rounds on the wall.
  I wondered if Id be visible from up there, or merely a smudge against the street. Likely somewhere in between, if the hay-stuffed, fayed skins of the criminals hanging below the parapets
  were any indication. There were four up there today. Two looked fresh, if the number of crows circling about were any indication.


  I lowered my gaze and turned away. The bodies were supposed to be a lesson in what happened if you broke imperial law, but Id always seen them as a reminder of the cost of being careless.
  In this city, careless got you killed or caught, and I didnt much care for the thought of either.


  Was that what the problem had been in Barrab? Had I gotten careless? I didnt think so, but then, you never think youre missing things until its too late. And Crook Eye had
  certainly caught me unawares, so maybe . . .


  It had been another meeting, another attempt at me trying to mollify the established lords of the Kin. Another slow dance of words and smiles and threats. As the newest Gray Prince, I was the
  unknown, the potential threat, and doubly so because no one had seen me comingnot even me. But kill a legend like Shadow, burn a cordon to the ground, stop a war and con an empire, and
  people on the street start to think you know what youre doing. They start to call you Prince. And who can argue with the street? Not me. Not a Nose who got lucky and was pushed to the top of
  the hill. And not, it seemed, the other Princes; or, at least, not directly, and not right away.


  You learned not to challenge the street in Ildrecca when it made pronouncements. Not if you were Kin, and not if you were smart.


  And Crook Eye had been smart. Smarter than Id given him credit for. Unlike the handful of other Gray Princes Id met, he hadnt come to our meeting full of bluff and bluster,
  hadnt cloaked himself in offers of mentorship, hadnt tried to warn me about my newfound peers. Hed simply approached me, one smuggler to another, to talk business. And given
  his web of contacts extended not only across the southern third of the empire, but deep into the lands and kingdoms beyond, Id come. Warily, to be sure, but come I had. I needed those
  contacts, needed that web. Needed money if I was going to build any kind of organization, and to do that, I needed to move more of the one thing I knew how to move: holy relics.


  Crook Eye had known all of that, of course. But hed also known more: Hed known how to take hold of me. Because, like me, Crook Eye had gotten lucky.


  Crook Eye, you see, had found a sword. Degans sword.


  I could still remember the shock that had ripped through me when Crook Eye held up the blackened and charred length of metal. The last time Id seen that sword, Degan had consigned it to
  the flames of a burning buildingleaving it, and our friendship, to be consumed on the pyre of my mistakes. Hed risked everything he believed in, everything he was, on me, and
  Id repayed that trust with betrayal. It had only seemed right to leave the sword where it lay: who was I to touch the symbol of what Degan had lost?


  So to see it in anothers hands, let alone Crook Eyes? To have him threaten me with it? To have him say I hadnt been alone when Shadow died? That Id hired it done by a
  degan? Well, that hadnt sat well. Not his threats, and definitely not him holding Degans sword while doing so.


  Only one person got to threaten me with that blade, and Crook Eye wasnt it.


  And so Id drawn my own steel and taken Degans blade from Crook Eye at swords point.


  And walked right into his hands.


  Fowler was the first to realize it, of course. Id been too angry to think about consequences, too focused on the sword to worry about having broken my Peace. But as Fowler had pointed
  out, thanks to me Crook Eye didnt need Degans sword to shore up his story anymore: He had something better. He had me clearing steel and breaking my word and threatening his
  lifethe exact things wed both pledged not to do.


  And Id walked right into it. Crook Eye had set me up, and Id repaid the bastard by making him look like a stand-up Gray Prince.


  Dammit.


  In the end, there hadnt been any other choice: I needed to apologize. And so, gathering up my people and tamping down on my pride, Id stalked back across Barrab to the meeting site
  in hopes of finding Crook Eye so I could try to make amends.


  Id found him all right: dead, my dagger in his eye, three of his men scattered about him on the floor.


  After that, it had been all about getting out of Barrab and beating the news back to Ildrecca. Wolf, the Azaari bandit and smuggler whod served as our guide through the hills down to
  Barrab, had proved invaluable in this respect. Word had gotten back to the rest of Crook Eyes people in Barrab somehow, and our trip out had proved more of a challenge than anticipated. It
  wasnt until we were well away from town and into the hills that Id had the luxury to wonder where Wolf had been while I was meeting with Crook Eye, to realize that he hadnt
  reappeared until after wed found the bodies. To remember that he was a knife fighter, and that Crook Eye had been killed with a short blade.


  By then, though, it was too late: Wolf had already disappeared.


  Fowlers constant strain of I told you so had nearly been unbearable on the way home.


  I kept to Ildreccas thoroughfares and streets as much as possible. The back ways would have been faster, but I didnt know the twists and turns here well enough to take full
  advantage of them. Besides, I was familiar with the kinds of things that could happen in strange alleys, and I didnt have the time to deal with them now.


  I wondered again what had happened to Fowler and Scratch, whether or not the Oak Mistress and her man had made it. Despite Tobins hurry to be gone and Ezaks cautions, Id
  done a quick nose of the blocks surrounding the actors barn, including a stint along the Slithers. I hadnt been hoping to run into Fowler so much as to spot a specific pile of stones
  here, or maybe a pattern scratched into a wall or doorpost thereany of Fowlers thiefs markings or signs that could tell me she was alive and on the streets. But none of the
  marks I saw were hers, and the few coves I risked talking to hadnt heard anything of use. The best Id been able to manage was to sketch a few reassurances for her below some
  windowsills and leave a tuft of pigeon feathers stuck into the doorjamb of a tavern to let her know I was looking for her.


  I passed out of Five Bells cordon and cut across a corner of Needles. It was market day, so I avoided the main square and its retired stoning-pillars. Instead, I ducked and dodged my way through
  the secondary streets, past carts heavy with silk and linen and wool, ignoring the calls of the fabric merchants and their barkers. Faint hints of stale piss and wood ashtrace odors left
  over from the dying process, not fully faded yetwere overlaid by the heavier scents of mules and men sweating in the summer heat.


  It wasnt until I was almost out of the place that a new scent caught my nose: cardamom and cumin, along with a hint of citrus, all of it riding on the dark, scratchy smell of grilled
  meat. My stomach answered the call, and I realized that except for two boiled eggs and the fortified wine provided by the Boardsmen, I hadnt eaten since before boarding the caque.


  Mouth watering, I tracked the scent to a street vendor tending a rough metal grate set atop a fluted brazier full of coals. He was just off to the side of a narrow lane, not far from another
  cross-street. There was a small crowd around him, watching and waiting as he deftly drew pieces of cubed lamb from a pot of spiced yogurt marinade, threaded them on a reed skewer, and placed them
  on the grate. As each skewer was finished, he speared half of a young onion on the end, gave it a quick sear, and served it up with workmanlike nonchalance.


  I placed an order for two, looked about me, and then changed it to four at the last moment. He put the extra meat on the grill without a thought. Since this wasnt my cordon, and I
  didnt want to attract attention, I waited until mine were done, rather than taking the next four that were available, which would have been the habit of most Kin.


  A pair of skewers in each hand, I walked over to the nearby lane and hunkered down against the wall, shifting slightly so that Degans sword wasnt rubbing against my bandage. Taking
  a small, hot onion in my mouth from one, I carefully placed two of the other skewers across the bowl of the beggar beside me.


  Care-foo, I said around the onion. S hop.


  The beggar looked at the offerings and nodded vigorously, a ragged smile on his face. He made the sign of imperial blessing with the remaining three fingers of his bandaged right hand, then
  clasped both of them together in thanks. He was the picture of a pitiful, starving mendicant, grateful for the bounty that had so suddenly befallen him.


  That is, until I looked him in the eye; then, for the briefest instant, I saw the cold calculation and hard-edged doubt that lived there, the tallying of costs and benefits, of risks and option,
  that were signified by my simple gesture. What did I want? Could he touch me for more? Was this all a setup? But it was only there for an instant, because once he realized I was looking at
  himthat I was actually seeing himhe was quick to mask his heart and avert his gaze.


  But still, he knew Id seen the real man.


  I let the beggar look away and consider, as I swallowed the onion and took a piece of lamb. The char on the outside contrasted nicely with the sweet moisture the yogurt had imparted to the inner
  meat.


  The beggar reached out and pushed at one of the skewers but didnt pick it up.


  It was a feint. I saw his other hand slip into his rags. Knife? Nail-studded club? A sap of some sort? It didnt matter. I wasnt about to provoke a Master of the Black Arts in his
  own alley if I could help it.


  I swallowed my lamb and gestured at the blisters on his leg. They were a vile, yellowish white, filled with seeping matter. Nice work, I said. Soap and vinegar? It
  was a standard formula among those who practiced the Gimping and the Scroffing Laws: Rub a layer of soap on your skin, dribble some strong vinegar on it, and display the resulting
  blisters to best possible effect.


  As for this fellow, he seemed to be a bit of an artist: It looked as if hed added some kind of pigment beneath the soap, giving the blisters a slightly greenish tinge. It was an
  impressive effect.


  All traces of the pitiful cripple vanished at my words. He cast me a sharp look, even as he
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