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I shouldn’t have been out on the cobblestones that day, walking among the Nishi’iti people, soiling my shoes with slop and excrement, mixed with melting snow. I risked being recognized.

Risked everything.

No longer the son of a fisherman, I’d become the Chargh Lai—head of the Denari Lai, the world’s most feared order of assassins. An order from me could kill kings and topple empires. So, I should have delegated the task of recruiting to my apprentice, Dolan, but I’d sent him away on a crucial mission. So, there I was, shivering in my beggars’ rags, making my way through the citizens of Tabi ge Nishi—The City of God—like anyone else.

And it’s a good thing I was, for a less skilled man might have missed the filthy boy slipping from rooftop to ice-coated rooftop, sure-footed as a bearded goat and nimble as an alley cat.

I started out after him, keeping to shadows and doorways, eaves and corners, all-the-while keeping the boy in my peripheral vision. I couldn’t have blamed another for overlooking him. Dressed in rags and thin as a dirk, the boy had tied his midnight hair in a ponytail and looked like he hadn’t bathed in months. I guessed his age to be twelve, thirteen at most. Just another gutter-pup.

But for all his blandness, the boy stood out to me like a diamond in a bucket of coal, perfection amid mere usefulness. The way he moved, fluid and feline, captured my attention and held it firm.

He went from the merchant’s quarter onto Baker’s Row, and I followed, mouthwatering at the scents of baking bread, fresh dough, and of course, Nishi’iti Snow Spice.

That moment’s distraction was all it took for me to lose the boy. I kicked myself, knowing I would atone for this lapse later. Nishi would be displeased with me, but for now, I had to focus.

The boy.

Ducking into a dark alley, I closed my eyes and concentrated. Some would call Nishi’s power “magic,” but that’s not entirely accurate. Magic is a man-made thing, a lie concocted by charlatans and hawkers in the back alleys of cities everywhere. It comes in many forms, but its results are the same: it destroys the user.

God’s power, Nishi’s “magic,” is different, a gift from Nishi himself to those worthy of wielding it. It sustains them, gives them power they wouldn’t otherwise have, and its only demand in return: absolute devotion from the wielder. Any attempt to break away resulted in madness or a long, agonizing death.

Looking inward, I found God’s gift in my center, where my body, mind, and soul came together. It glowed like a tiny moon inside me, waiting. I channeled the smallest possible dose of Nishi’s magic, but it raced through me like wildfire, making me gasp and arch my back.

Drawing in breath, slow and deliberate, I let it out again, calming myself as I did.

I had used the power that morning, but it felt like I’d been without it forever, and as it coursed anew through my veins, I felt invulnerable, almost as if I were Nishi himself.

That’s how it works. Nishi’s gift engulfs you, consumes you, makes you crave more and more of it just to keep yourself from going mad. Only self-control and Nishi’s guidance make it possible for mortals to use it. But once it has you on its hook, all the thrashing and splashing in the world won’t slip that barb from your lip.

I know that sounds more like a drunk than a holy assassin. But it’s worked that way since our order was founded a thousand years ago. Our forebears—outnumbered and surrounded by enemies—needed men with absolute dedication, martyrs who would serve Nishi unto death itself. The first time one wavered, the Denari Lai cut his ties to magic. He went mad and gouged his own eyes out a few hours later, but the rest of the Denari Lai maintained absolute, unwavering loyalty.

Yes, men killing in the service of God were formidable, but men killing to be God were nearly unstoppable.

But I digress. The boy.

I extended my senses outward in all directions and found the boy jogging down an alley to the south. I followed him for an hour before realizing he wasn’t going anywhere in particular. That meant one of two things. Either he was an idiot, which I doubted, or he’d spotted me, which was impossible.

That’s when I knew I’d found the type of recruit a Chargh Lai finds just once in his lifelong tenure. And in just my second year. I wished Dolan was there to record the moment. Not only was the gutter-pup physically superior to anyone I’d seen, but he’d also spotted me. No one spotted me unless I’d wanted them to.

Looking back, maybe I did want him to spot me. Only Nishi knows what happens in a man’s heart, and I’ll answer to him someday. 

My father told me once that some fish were too smart for average bait. They required something special, but in the end, he said, they were just fish. They’d be caught.

With the right bait.
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Ashai’s first run-in with the killer came in an alley, one he routinely used as a transition point from the rooftops to the ground level. Its flat roofs ranged from one story to four, built right on top of one another. If Ashai stretched his arms out to the sides, he could touch the rough brick walls on either side, though it was so dim he could barely see his fingers when he did.

The killer appeared out of nowhere, as if a shadow had formed flesh and bones and flowing robes the color of charcoal. The only reason Ashai lived was a faint clicking sound that made him glance in the killer’s direction just early enough to dodge the first dagger slash.

As the man attacked, the clicking sound advancing with him. His hood masked his face in shadows, and he flowed like smoke from stance to stance, stabbing and slashing. Ashai staggered back, barely able to dodge the blows. He was used to being the fastest person in any group, but he knew now he was not. The killer was quicker. Almost unnaturally so. In a blink, he had Ashai cornered.

But the killer was careless, missing with a cross-handed slash, leaving room for Ashai to dance from the corner and spring from the street to a crate, and then to the rooftops. When he reached the roof of a two-story warehouse, he glanced down. The killer looked up at him, then disappeared down the dark alley.

That had been the day before, and now he was being stalked again. This time by the fat man.

Ashai had first encountered the fat man a week earlier, when the snow had just started to melt and the rooftops still froze to ice cliffs at night. The man had followed him for hours, figuring out even Ashai’s best tricks for slipping away. 

That’s when he knew he was in trouble. No one found him when he was trying to hide, but the fat man was following him through the streets yet again.

Ashai slipped into an alley, out of the fat man’s field of vision. He knew he had only seconds, but it was enough. He sprang to a low wall, then up to the roof, and a heartbeat later he was streaking along at a run, far above the streets.

And yet, when he looked down, the fat man followed, still at a walk, weaving through shadows as he kept up. How was that possible?

Ashai picked up his pace. He was nearing the city’s Wall of Faith, a thirty-foot barrier of granite and iron that kept the city safe from threats. Well, from the ones outside, anyway.

He needed to reach that wall, a jump like he’d never attempted before. Easily five or six body lengths, it seemed impossible. But his life depended on the impossible.

The wall came into view, and a glance over his shoulder told Ashai the fat man hadn’t given up. So he broke into a sprint, feet finding purchase on the frosted rooftops where others would have fallen.

The edge of the last building was a few steps away now.

Four more steps. Three. Two. 

As he jumped, his foot slipped just a toe’s worth on the edge of the roof. His heart stopped for an instant and he was certain he’d fall short.

Then his body slammed into the granite surface, and his hands found the lip of the wall. He fought for breath as he dragged himself up and onto the rooftop, then lay for a moment, gulping in cold spring air. Finally, he peeked over the edge. The fat man stood below, looking up at him.

Smiling.

The fat man sketched a slight bow, touched his forehead, then his heart, and disappeared back into the alley, leaving Ashai trembling.
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Every day, my father drank until he beat my mother bloody. Or me. Or both of us.

In a way, I owe him, for his violence led me to seek a place of solace, a sanctuary not from violence—violence had become part of me, like a new organ grown from hate—but from my father. Hurting an enemy was one thing, but hurting those you loved was a sin. 

Still, as much as I hated my father, he did teach me lessons I use almost daily. For instance, when a pet fish I kept in a bucket for three days died, he told me, “Son, don’t get too attached to a fish. They’re for eating, not for loving.”

I knew I was dangerously close to breaking that rule where the boy, Ashai—my spies had learned his name easily—was concerned. Oh, he was the perfect Denari Lai candidate, and I would bring him in, eventually. I didn’t like it, but he was too perfect to pass up.

That last leap alone had to have been forty or fifty hands, done blind, with ice on the slate roofs. He’d risked his life to evade me, and I hoped that my salute had distracted him from the heaving of my chest and the trail of sweat on my forehead.

No, there was no question now. The Denari Lai needed Ashai. Nishi himself needed the lad’s skills for the advancement of our faith and the protection of our people. If Dolan were there, he’d have agreed. Dolan was smart, despite the foolish beads he wore to honor his mother.

And yet, I doubted. He was but a boy, much like I’d been when my father blackened my eye. As a Shadow Blade, Ashai would face more than a black
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