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CHAPTER ONE

“Wardwatch!” the piss-monger shouted. “That bastard’s gone afoot with my slop jars!”

Rem struggled to regain himself—to wipe the mud from his eyes, to draw breath, to stand—despite pains both broad and acute from head to toe. He heard the raucous clip-clopping of the bulky draft horse’s shod hooves galloping along Fishmonger’s Row, the speeding cart rumbling rowdily behind it.

“Are you just going to lay there?” the piss-monger brayed, his oafish son at his elbow. “That thieving swine’s getting away!”

I know, Rem wanted to say. That’s why I was in the mud, you plank. Did you not see me on the cart’s running board? Trying to clamber on? Narrowly avoiding those enormous wheels as I fell?

But he knew it would do no good. Thus Rem ignored the malodorous nightman, found his feet, and reeled out into the middle of the wide, cobbled street. His quarry raced into the distance, heading east. If the fleeing rogue kept the cart on cobbled streets—to keep from bogging in the mud—his path would have to loop back toward the river and follow it for a short length before he could finally wend eastward again, toward the city gate. If he reached the gates with enough speed behind him, not even the city guards could hinder his escape. Rem knew for a fact that the lazy bastards were in the habit of guarding the city gates at night—but rarely closing them.

Rem leapt into a desperate sprint in the cart’s wake, his mind formulating something like a plan, fuzzy though it might be. Ahead, beyond the rattling pisswain, something caught his eye.

A short, stocky form trotted out of a side alley a block on from the rushing wagon. It was his partner, the dwarf Torval, hurrying back onto the main drag from the side street he’d been searching.

And he was rushing right into the cart’s path!

Rem had time to shout Torval’s name once—just once—before the hurtling cart ran over his stocky dwarven partner, losing no momentum as it jounced down the length of Fishmonger’s Row.

Rem screamed something that was no longer Torval’s name—just a howl of disbelief, terror, unbridled rage. He sprinted in the wake of the cart while the thief whipped the draft horse hard, opening the distance between them second by second. Something in Rem relented. There was no way he could catch that cart, but at any moment—any horrible, soon-to-arrive moment—he’d see Torval’s crushed and twisted dwarven corpse come rolling out from underneath the damned thing.

Any moment now.

Any moment …

Losing speed, Rem squinted, trying to get a good look at the cart in the dim moon-and starlight supplemented by the few lit post lamps lining the boulevard. He blinked. Did his eyes deceive him? Could it be?

There was Torval, still very much alive, clinging to the axle assembly on the underside of the cart. The whole bloody thing must have passed right over the old stump, the horse’s hooves somehow missing him in its headlong dash.

Rem slowed to a trot, knowing that he could not catch the cart, no matter how fast he ran … and curious as to just what his seemingly unkillable partner was up to.

In a series of quick, jerky movements, Torval worked his way to the rear of the cart. Eager to get up off the cobbled street, he clawed for purchase. As the cart rolled on, Torval dragged himself, hand over hand—precariously, laboriously—into the open rear bed of the cart as it jounced over the cobbles on Fishmonger’s Row.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” Rem muttered as he jogged.

But there was no jest to be found. He saw clearly in the dim glow of the post lamps and windows lining the street that Torval had clawed his way up onto the cart bed and now sought a clear path forward among the stout, sloshing jars of piss and shit that stood between him and the thief on the driver’s bench. Thus far the thief hadn’t looked over his shoulder even once. He just sat there, hunched on the driver’s bench, whipping the horse on, keen to leave Rem well in his wake.

Rem gave up. He had to take a moment—just a moment—to regain himself. He fell to his knees and drank in the night air like sweet, cool water in the midst of a vast desert. His lungs burned. His legs felt like warmed-over beef fat.

Get up, a voice inside him said. Your partner needs you.

Rem raised his eyes. The cart was just veering right, out of sight, bending southerly now at the beginning of that long loop that would take it back toward the river on cobbled streets before it turned once more eastward, onto a long, straight course toward the city gate.

Rem considered where he was, where the cart was headed, what pathways were available to him … and then realized that there was a route capable of leading him straight into the path of the cart’s flight. If he hurried. If he could only find …

He saw what he required not a hundred yards from him: a livery stable, all closed up for the night.

“Aemon wept,” he cursed, then struggled to his feet and ran a little farther.

He managed to bridle his chosen mount quickly, but couldn’t waste time on a saddle … nor on making the stabler aware that one of his stock had been commandeered by a desperate watchwarden.

Before the present mess with the piss cart, the evening had been lovely: deep into the month of Haniss, creeping toward the solstice, the nights in Yenara utterly devoid of the fog that so often shrouded the city in a choking diaphanous haze. No, that night had been like many of late: keen and crisp, clear as glass, the heavens strewn with a million tiny pinpricks of firelight winking like diamonds thrown carelessly upon a jeweler’s black velvet counting cloth, the moon fat as a silver pie, not a cloud to mar the majestic, vertiginous view.

Rem and Torval had been on patrol along Fishmonger’s Row, the long, wide boulevard that bisected the little harborside peninsula known as Gaunt’s Point. When they heard the hue and cry, the two set aside their heated exchange—an in-depth debate on which bird tasted best from a brazier of coals, pigeon or gull—and broke into a dead run toward the disturbance.

The cries led them from the main thoroughfare into a maze of side streets nearer the waterfront and to a boxy dwelling tucked away between a tavern and a seamen’s hostel. It was a home for the orphaned or abandoned children of mariners and fishermen, run by a kindly middle-aged widow named Dorma. Smoke and flames poured from its opened lower windows while local fire brigade volunteers shuttled in water to try to douse it. A few dozen people milled at the edges of the courtyard, coughing smoke from their lungs, most of them women and children. Their injuries seemed superficial for the most part—bruises, scrapes, some soot stains, and a lot of coughing—but there were two or three little ones struggling mightily for breath. The sight immediately turned Rem’s stomach.

Dorma stood in the middle of the street, soot streaked, graying hair a tangled mess, banging two cookpots together and shouting.

“Here we are,” Torval spat. “Hang that racket.”

Dorma stopped beating the pots together, dropped them, and stepped forward. To Rem’s great surprise, she laid hands on Torval, a move that—had she been a man—would probably have earned her broken fingers or a sprained wrist.

“They’ve taken her! There’s no time to lose!”

“Taken who?” Rem asked, as softly as he could.

“Iesta!” the woman said, as if it were the clearest fact in all the world. “Recover her, I beg you! No reward shall be too great if you can return her!”

Torval gently shrugged off the woman’s grip. “Who’s this Iesta? One of the children? Is she kidnapped?”

“No,” Rem said, still not sure why Dorma was in such a twist, “Iesta’s one of the goddesses of the Panoply. Empress of the Abandoned. Patron of beggars, orphans, and mendicants, correct?”

“Precisely!” the woman said. “And she’s gone! They’ve taken her!”

“Hold on,” Torval said. “You’re telling me your home is burning and you’ve got hurt children all about and you’re in a twist about a bloody idol from your house shrine?”

“The idol’s hollow!” Dorma shouted, then bent close to add, “All our savings are inside it. Without that coin—”

Ah, there it was. The fire was not just some accidental blaze, but a distraction to cover a thief’s flight.

Rem nodded and clapped Torval on the shoulder; time to go to work. “See to the children,” he told Dorma. “We’ll have Iesta back by sunrise.”

She gave them a hurried description of the idol—a heavy, awkward sculpture of half-wrought old jewelry and tinkers’ castoffs, about the size of a well-fed toddler—and then the two were off.

“Stealing a household god,” Rem huffed as they ran, the cold night air burning his lungs. “Shameful. Who purloins a god, anyway?”

Torval took a sudden left down a dark, narrow alley, and Rem very nearly overshot and lost him altogether. Torval barked back over his shoulder, “Where there’s need, there’s no decency,” he said.

They broke out of the alleyway onto Fishmonger’s Row, the only cobbled street in all of Gaunt’s Point, running nearly its length. Torval scrambled to a halt and scanned the area. Rem skidded to a stop beside Torval and struggled to catch his breath. Between the late hour and the bitter cold, foot traffic was light, but there were a few shadowy figures scattered along the avenue, reeling their way home from a drink or trudging off to a midnight shift in some warehouse or mill on the riverbank.

“What are we looking for?” Rem asked between great gulps of air.

“Consider the idol,” Torval said. “An awkward size and shape. Probably heavy, too. To move such a thing, our thief would have to go by horseback or cart sooner or later.”

“Simple enough,” Rem huffed. “Carts and horses are forbidden on the streets from dusk ’til dawn. He’d stick out like a sore thumb. He could just be holed up, waiting for morning—”

“Not likely,” Torval said. “He had to know that if they raised an alarm, there’d be watchwardens swarming the Point in no time. His only hope for escape is speed and distance. And if he’s going to gain ground, he needs hooves or wheels, and fast.”

“It’s a fool’s move,” Rem pressed. “Knowing that he’d be caught so easily, on a horse or a wagon, out in the open, when there are none about—”

Torval turned to Rem and eyed him askance. “Except for …?”

Rem suddenly realized what Torval was getting at. “Honeywagons,” Rem said.

“Honeywagons,” Torval repeated, proud that his protégé had followed his lead.

The only beast-drawn carts allowed to move through the streets at night were those of the nightmen, known colloquially as gong farmers, slop-brokers, or piss-mongers—men who contracted with the wards and their neighborhood councils to collect urine and excrement from the waste barrels that haunted the darkest downstairs corners of most tenements and boardinghouses. They’d crawl slowly up and down the side streets of Yenara all night long in their horse-or ox-drawn slop wains, hauling out those stinking barrels wherein Yenara’s good citizens emptied their chamber pots, transferring all that stewing egesta into great clay jars that were then delivered to the city’s tanneries for use in industrial leather curing, or beyond the walls to be used as fertilizer for nearby farms. Once or twice Rem and Torval had broken up brawls between competing slop-mongers, as one might try to horn in on another’s contracted routes to illicitly top off his jars. Tanners and farmers paid good money for all that piss and shit, after all, and very few people lined up for the dubious honor of collecting it. Generally, though, the wardwatch were aware of the progress of the honeywagons only peripherally, the sight, sound, and smell of them a barely noticed but prosaic element of Yenara’s everyday life—best ignored, if not forgotten.

“So, split up?” Rem asked. “I’ll head west, you east.”

Torval nodded. “Just so. Check any haul you find. Make any piss-mongers you meet aware of who and what we’re looking for. Could be, if they’re on their guard, our thief won’t manage to so easily overtake them.”

They split up then. Three blocks along, down a side alley, Rem found just what he sought: two human silhouettes beside a large horse-drawn wain parked in the lee of a three-story tenement. Rem set off down the length of the dark side street, the cart only a short block beyond the main road.

“You there!” Rem cried. “Step away from that cart and stand where you are! Wardwatch!”

The two silhouettes froze and seemed to study him. The shorter of the two clapped the larger one on the shoulder. The tall one bent to his labors again, while the other advanced toward Rem.

“I said stand where you are!” Rem shouted. “Throw up your hands!” Slowing now, he drew his sword, the blade hissing as it slid from its scabbard, keen edges glinting a little in the dim lamplight of the gloomy street. So armed, he slowed his approach just ten feet from the cart and its reeking contents, face-to-face with the big liver-colored draft horse hitched to the wain’s traces. The shorter and thicker of the two men stepped between Rem and the cart, then raised something: a wooden ax handle with an improvised lumpy iron crown.

“My permits are paid,” the fellow spat, shaking his bludgeon. “If you’re from Toomey’s camp, trying to jack this load, you’ll find my boy and me hard contests, indeed!”

The lug at the rear of the cart lifted his head again. “Need help, Da?”

“Bend to your work, boy. I can handle this one.”

Rem reached into his greatcoat—standard issue for all watchwardens in these colder months—and drew out his lead badge on its leather string. “I’m wardwatch, sir,” Rem said, showing it plainly. “You have my word. We’re just looking for—”

“Steady on, old-timer,” the broad, muscled boy at the rear of the cart said.

It took Rem a moment to realize that the boy wasn’t talking to him, nor to his own father. He was instead addressing a new arrival on the scene—a bent old man with what looked like a horribly hunched back shuffling up the street toward the cart. The old man leaned on a crooked stick to support himself as he made slow, crabwise progress along the muddy street. It seemed that the boy had noticed the old fellow’s struggling, shuffling gait, for he now moved toward him, eager to help him along.

“Myrick,” the father said over his shoulder, never taking his eyes off Rem, “get back on those slop jars!”

“Just a moment, Da,” the boy said. “This old duffer just about stumbled right over them.”

The old man suddenly swatted the young man’s shins with his walking stick. The young piss collector bent, crying out. The walking stick rose in the air, then thumped him hard on his melon head. Down the lad went into the mud, moaning. The piss-monger turned to see what troubled his boy.

Rem stared for a moment, trying to puzzle it out: Why thump the boy like that? He’d only been trying to help.

Then something strange happened. The bent old man stood upright, spun round—putting his back to the cart—and yanked at a knot on his tunic. Something heavy—the very hump on his back—dropped with a thud into the cart bed. Suddenly Rem understood.

This was their thief. That hump on his back had been the idol itself, tied beneath his cloak. Now the thief had dumped his cargo and was climbing into the honeywagon.

Rem shot forward as the thief scurried up the length of the cart toward the driver’s bench. Just as Rem reached the middle of the wagon and leapt awkwardly onto the running board, planning to clamber over the cart’s plank frame in a clumsy effort to cut off his suspect, the thief danced nimbly past him, thumped down onto the sprung driver’s bench, and snatched up the reins of the draft horse. There was a snap. The horse jerked in its traces, and the cart was under way.

Rem clung to the side, one boot on the running board, another flailing through space. He had one good handgrip on the rail of the cart bed, but holding his sword in his other hand meant he could not gain purchase without first dropping his weapon. He was trying to decide what to do about that when the thief rose up in the driver’s seat and, without loosing the reins, turned and gave the slop jar nearest the outside rail—nearest Rem—a stout kick. Terrified of getting a face full of piss and excrement, Rem threw himself off the trundling cart.

He fell clear of the wagon and hit the mud with stunning force. Somewhere he heard the shattering of a clay jar, and the world was suddenly rich with the smell of ordure—but none of it, thank all the gods of the ancients and the Panoply, had landed on him.

“Are you just going to lay there?” the piss-monger then brayed from above him, his oafish son at his elbow. “That thieving swine’s getting away!”

But that was all behind him now, literally, for Rem was galloping along at a foolhardy pace, bent low over his stolen horse as he squeezed its foaming flanks between aching knees and whipped it with reins gripped in sweating hands. Beast and rider barreled on past drunken laborers reeling out of cellar stairwells, barking house mutts, corner congregations of underfed cats, and at least one stumbling, bleary-eyed molly who stank of witchweed and cheap brandy. Less than a mile due west, in the city center, the Brother of the Watch at the great tower of Aemon began his dutiful tolling of the hourly bell, low and sonorous. Rem’s heart beat a syncopated tattoo after each plaintive knell. He counted three.

His lungs burned. His thigh muscles screamed. He’d thought running toward his intended rendezvous would exhaust him, yet keeping himself upright on an unsaddled horse—especially one weaving through narrow streets at such a breakneck pace—was no mean feat. But Torval needed him. If Rem didn’t make the bridge he sought in time …

There. Up ahead. He saw two familiar high-rises—each towering a dizzying seven stories in the air above him. Those twin blocks marked the entrance to a steep flight of stairs that would put him on a footbridge that arced over Eastgate, the wide cobbled boulevard that the fleeing thief would eventually careen onto. Rem imagined he heard the rumbling rattle of the cart hurtling nearer even now, but knew that it was probably just his own mount’s hooves thumping on the street mud.

Rem reined in the mare and she balked, spinning in the street, screaming in protest. He hated to so mistreat her, but he had no time for niceties. Without bothering to hobble or tie her, he swung himself down from his perch, mounted the stairs that rose between the tenements, and bounded upward toward the apex of the bridge. He’d made good time on horseback. If he could put himself in the center of that bridge as the thief’s plunging cart passed beneath him …

He could … what? Leap? Try to land in the shit-and-piss-jar-crammed conveyance?

He didn’t really have a plan. Probably wouldn’t have time to formulate one, either.

Plans? Fah! Torval would’ve scoffed. Who needs ’em?

Rem pounded onto the arcing stone bridge and slowed at its center. He was facing west now, along the gentle curve of East-gate Street as it bent toward the Embrys River.

There, a thousand yards away and closing, was his quarry. The big horse yoked to the cart galloped flat out now—faster than good sense or safety should allow, hot breath billowing in torrid clouds as steam curled in tendrils off the animal’s foam-flecked coat. The clatter of its hooves on the cobbles was cacophonous, rising toward deafening as it rumbled closer and closer to where Rem stood on the bridge.

Rem blinked, trying to get a good look at what was happening on the moving cart.

The driver’s bench was empty. Two figures—the thief and Torval—grappled, swayed and jerked about in the cargo bed. Only three of the slop jars remained—the rest casualties of the hand-to-hand struggle, no doubt.

No one was driving the cart, meaning the horse’s reins would have fallen into the traces. Thief or no thief, a speeding cart behind an uncontrolled horse could spell disaster, not only for its occupants, but for anyone unlucky enough to stumble into its path.

Cack.

Rem mounted the stone railing. He watched the cart rattle nearer and nearer, making an unholy racket as it did so. More than a few of the residents and business-folk lining Eastgate leaned from their windows or peered cautiously from their doorways in answer to the tumult, staring, calling down into the streets to warn the few early-morning strollers or call for the wardwatch.

The cart was almost beneath him. Every tiny particle of Rem’s being screamed that he was making a terrible mistake—but Rem refused to listen. How high was he up here? Twenty feet? Thirty? When he looked straight down at the street below, it could have been a hundred. He said a short, silent prayer to whatever gods still might humor him, then leapt.

For just a moment it felt as if he were going nowhere at all—floating, not falling. Everything he saw became crystal clear and languid. He saw Torval and the thief grappling viciously in the cart bed—his partner’s bald pate and the dark-blue tattoos on it clear in the murky light, the thief’s own mop of unruly brown hair trailing a single long, tight braid at the base of his skull. It seemed to take such an impossibly long time that Rem feared the rushing cart would pass too quickly beneath him, that he’d miss it entirely.

Then there was a rush of wind, a strange feeling in his nethers, and he was on top of them. The three—Rem, Torval, the thief—tumbled backward in a tangle of arms and legs, spittle and curses and rancid breath. For one fleeting moment Rem felt Torval’s short, thick legs plant themselves in the cart bed to forestall their group plunge backward. Then the three of them—as a single organism—were thrown out of the cart into empty air.

Torval and the thief hit the cobbles first. Rem landed on top, but their momentum threw them into a wild roll along the street. Rem’s world was upended—he on the bottom, they on top, he on top, they on the bottom, and—Gods, those cobbles hurt!—they kept on rolling, and—Blast! Torval punched him in the flank, thinking his body was the thief’s—Son of a—then their happy little triptych flew apart and—Snikt! Did someone just draw a knife?—thankfully, blessedly, their roll became a played-out wobble. Finally they were at rest. Rem lay sprawled on the cobbles, belly-down, cheek against the cold, filthy paving.

“Ow,” he muttered, then lifted his head.

Ahead of them—far ahead of them—the horse drifted toward the sidewalk. The beast’s hooves left the cobbles and hit the flagstones. The cart followed, jouncing sideways, then leapt up from the flags onto the lowest of a broad series of steps leading up to the entrance of a great stone building. The steps turned the cart up onto its street-side wheels. The horse bucked against its twisting harness and the uncomfortable shove of the wooden shafts binding it. Then the cart, already half-upended, somersaulted sideways. As Rem watched, the horse’s harness and shafts tore loose. The cart vaulted into the street and came to rest, its broken wheels spinning in the air, the open cargo bed smashed against the cobbles. The last three slop jars had shattered, spilling their stinking contents across the breadth of Eastgate, nearby witnesses shrinking from the stench and yanking their tunics up over their noses. The horse kept running, faster and faster now that it was free, on along Eastgate and out of sight.

“Watch it, lad!” Torval shouted, and Rem threw himself over onto his back just in time to see the thief plunging toward him, a shiny, sharp dagger in his left hand. As the thief bent over him, Rem planted one foot in his would-be assailant’s gut and shoved as hard as he could. The thief flew backward, right into Torval’s waiting arms. As Rem scurried to his feet, he saw Torval’s long, muscular arms curl up beneath the thief’s armpits. To Rem’s great astonishment, their quarry was a very young man of decidedly ordinary appearance and dress. Had Rem seen him on the street, he wouldn’t have pegged him as the sort to lead them on such a wild, wearying chase.

Torval’s thick, square hands locked behind the boy’s head, and his arms flexed. The boy found himself bent halfway over backward, head shoved forward, arms raised comically at his sides. Torval shook the lad and the dagger clattered to the ground.

Rem needed no invitation and lunged forward to hook his left fist into the young man’s belly. The boy groaned and bent double in Torval’s grip. The dwarf, seeing his prey tenderized, released his hold, and the young thief hit the ground in a bloody heap. He was gasping for breath, moaning, but he made no attempt to rise.

“Stay down,” Rem said. He brandished his sheathed sword so that the bent-double thief could see it. “If you move again, I’ll take it as resistance, and I’ll run you through without a second thought. Do you understand?”

The thief nodded weakly. He couldn’t seem to find any words. Rem, gasping for breath himself, knew exactly how he felt. Studying the boy now, seeing how young he was—fifteen, sixteen at most—Rem almost felt sorry for him … almost regretted having hit him so hard after Torval had him subdued. Then he remembered what they’d just survived and shoved his pity aside. The boy might have daring and a mountain of fight in him, but he didn’t have the sense the gods gave a goat.

Torval stood for a moment, huffing and puffing in the cold night air, an angry (if diminutive) bull not quite sure if it should charge or beg off. Finally the dwarf shook all over—a strange gesture, Rem thought, almost as if Torval were trying to wriggle the fury out of himself. Then, seemingly calm, Torval turned to his partner.

Now Rem felt even worse. He’d hit the boy in anger and Torval hadn’t. How dare the old stump choose that moment to show how much self-control he could exercise!

“Did my eyes not deceive me?” Torval asked, sounding more angry than pleased. “Did you not just leap off that bridge back there into our speeding cart?”

Rem nodded, quite pleased with himself. “I surely did. You’re welcome.”

Torval, to his great surprise, gave him an angry shove. “You daft twat! You could have killed yourself! Or me!”

Rem blinked. “Well, then, old stump, next time I’ll just let the cart man drive away with you! Do you have any idea what I went through just trying to get here and head the two of you off?”

“I had him!” Torval growled. “I was an inch away from subduing him when—”

“He pulled a knife!” Rem shouted back. “I suppose you were ready for that, were you?”

“It was sloppy!” Torval sputtered. “Sloppy and reckless and foolish and—”

“And lifesaving?” Rem offered.

“Whose life?” Torval countered. “You could’ve missed us entirely and cracked your skull like a morning egg! And then where would I be? Another dead partner on my conscience! Never again, boy—do you understand me?”

Rem was about to respond, but Torval gave a disgusted wave of his arms, spun away, and marched up the street toward the wreckage of the pisswain. He shoved through all the lookie-loos now crowding around the mess, and Rem lost sight of him.

Rem stood beside their sprawled, groaning detainee, feeling both infuriated and humiliated. He’d just been trying to help. Was Torval truly angry with him for that?

The boy thief suddenly tried to skitter to his feet and flee. It was a fast, unexpected move—clearly planned through several minutes of feigned injury. Luckily, Rem managed to snatch at the boy’s tunic and throw him back to the ground. Once he had him down, he knelt on his back, snatched a length of double-looped rope from his belt, and tied the boy’s hands behind him.

“What part of stay down escapes your understanding?” Rem asked as he yanked the knots tight. He stood and surveyed his work. The boy flopped on his belly, but his hands were bound tight behind him now. He wouldn’t be rising anytime soon.

Torval trudged back toward them. He carried the stolen idol in his arms, cradled like a baby. It was an ugly thing, vaguely anthropomorphic, with a too-large face and too-short arms and legs and almost no torso, forged from a vast and varied coterie of costume jewels, bangles, torques, rings, and varied metal chains, none of quality, all melted toward viscosity and then pressed together by hammer and tongs into a bizarre and almost laughable approximation of a human figure.

This was what Dorma and her orphans paid their obsequies to and submitted their prayers to in their cramped little hostel. What Rem and Torval had almost died for. Though Rem knew that the idol contained a treasure of great importance—the whole savings of that orphanage, its only bulwark against poverty, dissolution, and destitute despair—it still made his stomach turn a little. Despite the blessing it held within, the idol itself was ugly and absurd.

Torval studied their prize and offered an assessment. “Pitiful, isn’t it?”

Rem nodded. He felt a crooked smile creeping onto his sweat-cooled face. “People put their faith in the strangest of things, don’t they?”

To his relief a similar bent smile bloomed on Torval’s broad, flat mug as well. “They do at that,” the dwarf said. His eyes narrowed, but his smile remained. “My children thank you,” he said quietly. “I suppose I do, as well.”

“For what?” Rem asked, eager to hear him say it.

“For saving my life,” Torval said with impatience. “Is that what you wanted to hear, you strutting cockerel?”

“Well, I didn’t do it for you,” Rem assured him, smile broadening. He pointed at the ugly idol. “It was all for her. She’s a goddess, after all. She demands our utmost.”

He wasn’t sure who started laughing first, but in moments, their laughter—brotherly, raucous, unhindered—was all that anyone on Eastgate Street could hear.


CHAPTER TWO

A few watchwardens of the Third and a pair of city guards appeared in answer to the disturbance. When Rem and Torval explained the situation, their fellows of the watch accepted it readily enough, but looked more than a little peeved at the presence of a stinking overturned piss cart in the middle of what would, in a few hours, be one of the busiest streets in their ward.

“Should we call for some extra hands from the Fifth?” Rem offered, brandishing his brass watchwarden’s whistle. “Just to clean things up?”

“Looks like you’ve done more than enough already,” one of the city guards said, wearing a conceited smirk that told Rem all he needed to know about how the fancy bastards in their chain mail and crimson surcoats felt about the wardwatch.

“Just take your prisoner and go,” one of the Third Warders said, sounding almost embarrassed, as though he wouldn’t risk further humiliation under the city guards’ reproachful gazes.

Rem almost argued, if only to deny those two smug city guards the satisfaction of laughing at them unchallenged once they’d turned their backs, but he knew it was pointless. Without another word they left the scene, truculent prisoner in tow.

By the time they reached the watchkeep, the first gray light of morning was seeping into the eastern sky and Yenara was awakening. Hawkers, beggars, and proselytes jostled to claim small plots of the frostbitten turf that formed the heart of Sygar’s Square, while the shopkeepers and traders around the big square’s perimeter were already hard at work behind their newly lit windows and half-open doors. Opposite the watchkeep the smells of charcoal, burning herbs, and seared meats wafted from the glowering edifice of the Temple of the Gods of the Mount—the telltale sign of morning offerings—as the baker just down the street threw open his windows and doors to flood the crisp morning air with the mouthwatering scent of fresh, buttery bread and the caramelized tang of date buns.

Rem’s stomach turned somersaults as all the sights and smells of the square assaulted him. He was tired, cold, and ravenously hungry. He craved warm ale or spiced wine, a roaring fire, and a soft bed, preferably with Indilen beside him to keep him warm. Pure hysteria had kept him strong and focused enough to run down the thief now in their custody, but with their quarry run to ground, all that momentary strength had fled. Suddenly Rem was dead tired.

He and Torval marched their young prisoner—who’d said barely a word on the whole march back—up the steps of the watchkeep, through the blessedly uncrowded vestibule just beyond the main doors, and into the crowded administrative chamber beyond. There the telltale signs of a shift change were in evidence: watchwardens of the night scurrying to get their prisoners recorded and locked away, their fines paid and settled, so that the tired officers could beg off, while early arrivals for the day shift drifted, bright eyed and fresh, among the many desks and workstations, sharing friendly words with their night shift counterparts. Over in a far corner, a bushy-bearded Kosterman from the day shift—whose name escaped Rem at present—arm wrestled with Emacca, a tall, strongly built Tregga swords-woman whom Rem sometimes sparred with to keep his blade work sharp. A knot of both watchwardens and curious prisoners watched the contest and cheered their respective champions. Nearer the center of the room, dark-eyed Horus, from the far, febrile jungles of Maswari, and thick, blustering Blotstaff struggled to subdue a hysterical fellow who kept screaming about worms beneath his skin, mad eyes bulging like ripe blisters in his sweat-streaked face. Everywhere activity, deal making, ad hoc interrogations, and tired-eyed report writing. This was their world—night after night—and something about it gave Rem strange feelings of warmth and familiarity.

They found an empty desk and shoved their prisoner onto a stool. Wordlessly and automatically, each of them took his chosen place—Rem bent over the desk with a scrap of parchment to scribble their report, Torval beside the prisoner to tease out his particulars. Torval dropped the idol of Iesta upon the desk before Rem with a thud. Rem didn’t care for the way the blocky, primitive-looking sculpture stared back at him with its unnerving saucerlike eyes.

“Look at the little fish!” someone said.

Rem’s head whipped round toward the voice. The speaker stood just a stone’s throw from him, at the treasurer’s booth, collecting his nightly commissions from old Welkus. It was Djubal, a tall, hard-limbed Maswari watchwarden whose favorite pastime was teasing Rem and Torval about the perceived inferiority or infrequency of their collars. The ebon-skinned watchwarden and his short, pale partner, Klutch, seemed to have decided between them that they’d entered into a contest of sorts with Torval and Rem for the greatest quantity—or at least quality—of arrests.

Klutch pulled a patronizing face—the sort one might wear to remark on a precious baby or adorable kitten. “They’re really taking off, aren’t they? Any day now they’ll be graduating to the city guard, all resplendent in their shiny armor and crimson cloaks—”

“If you knew what we went through to nab this one,” Torval began.

Djubal waved his hands. “No explanation required, my friend—we all know it’s the small ones that often have the most fight in them.”

“Or the smallest of all,” Klutch added. “Lad, have you even sprouted curlies on your sack yet?”

The young thief opened his mouth, but Torval smacked him on the back of his skull. “Keep your gob shut,” he growled.

“There it is!” Djubal said. “The watchwarden’s glare! Or is it the nursemaid’s?”

Djubal and Klutch shared a hearty laugh at that. Normally Rem would have managed to laugh with them, but he was too tired at present. Hang them both. If they weren’t such good backup in hours of need, he wouldn’t let the ongoing cascade of laughs at their expense pass. Still chuckling, Djubal slid aside. Klutch stepped up to Welkus’s pay booth, laying his citation receipts and confiscated offerings before the treasurer in his little barred and reinforced booth.

Rem, noting that Torval still seemed to smolder over the teasing, turned back to the task at hand.

It took more coaxing than Rem had hoped, but they had their answers in short order. The boy’s name was Kyner. He had no coin or valuables on his person to pay his fines, meaning he’d spend the next few days in the dungeons awaiting trial. The theft of the idol was a minor offense, its secret and valuable contents notwithstanding. The more severe charge would be the hijacking and destruction of that city-chartered pisswain, for its stinking contents represented both a considerable investment on the part of the city administration and a rich reward for the filthy men who nightly made those collections.

Only in Yenara, Rem thought as his quill scratched speedily over the parchment, recounting the incident in the simplest language possible. This damned idol before me—stuffed full of the modest riches that mean life or death, comfort or poverty, to Dorma’s orphaned charges—is still worth less than a cartload of piss and shit.

“What were you thinking?” Torval asked the boy—and not rhetorically, Rem knew. Torval did not ask rhetorical questions. If he posed a query to one of their prisoners, he did so in search of a serious answer. Woe betide the fool who responded with sarcasm or mute indifference.

“What do you care?” the boy asked, eyes downcast.

“I don’t,” Torval said. “I’m just curious. You had no idea what you were doing, did you? How much trouble you’d land in?”

Rem paused just long enough to study the boy and await his reply. The young thief raised his eyes to Torval—gaze fierce and completely unrepentant. “It was my buy-in.”

“Buy-in?” Rem asked.

Torval shook his head. “Thieves’ Guild initiation.”

“And they sent you after Iesta here,” Rem asked, “without telling you what she contained? How desperate Dorma would be to recover her?”

“Or what a trial it’d be to move her without transport?” Torval added.

The boy scowled, as though insulted. “The idea was mine. I used to be one of Dorma’s charges, along with my little sister and brother. She threw us out for pickpocketing to supplement the alms we begged for the orphanage.”

Torval and Rem exchanged dark glances.

“And you thought it best to repay her—and the rest of her whelps—by stealing the only savings they had? Leaving them all homeless and subject to pimps and thief-lords and workhouse body snatchers?”

“Why not?” the boy spat back. “She did the same to us when she turned us out. How do you think I ended up seeking a buy-in to a guild, anyway? My little sister—thirteen years old—is a step away from ending up like those filthy mollies you drag in here every night.”

As he offered that last statement, he nodded toward another nearby desk, where two watchwardens—Sempronia and Firimol—were busy trying to keep a trio of face-painted, giggling, half-gassed whores upright while also shaking them down for brass to pay their fines. Rem had to admit, if seeing his own little sister in such a state had been an issue, he, too, might have sought to steal anything of value that he could think of.

Torval, however, wasn’t so moved. He snatched the boy up off his stool and shook him. “Live long enough, boy, and you’ll learn—sometimes trying to beg, borrow, or buy your way out of a dead end is worse than just standing tall with your back to the wall.”

“Save it,” the boy snapped. “If I wanted fatherly advice, I’d go down to the beach and shout at the fishes who ate me drowned da, you half-witted little pickmonkey.”

Thank the Panoply, Djubal and Klutch were still close enough to catch the boy’s bitter invective and know what would follow. Torval drew the boy up and landed one good punch before Rem dove in and dragged him off. Klutch, meanwhile, yanked the boy out of the dwarf’s short reach while Djubal lunged in to help Rem restrain his fierce little partner. To the young thief’s credit, he showed no fear, shouting instead for someone to undo his bindings so he could give the belligerent dwarf a good sound thrashing on equal terms.

The hubris of youth. Rem had to admire it.

“Get him out of here, please,” Rem said to Djubal as he held Torval back. “We need nothing more from him.”

Djubal nodded assent, then released Torval and moved to join his partner. Together the two yanked the struggling young thief to his feet and dragged him toward the stairwell just around the corner in the back corridor that descended to the dungeon levels. The youth bucked and thrashed the whole way.

“Let me at him!” the young man yelled, lip bleeding, eye already starting to swell from the one solid punch Torval landed. “I don’t care if he’s old as the hills, he’s just my size!”

Rem saw Klutch snatch a handful of the boy’s hair. “I wouldn’t,” he hissed at the boy. “I really, truly wouldn’t.”

Then the three of them—Djubal, Klutch, and struggling young thief—were gone, swallowed by the shadowy corridor. Rem heard the squeal of the hinges on the stairwell door and looked to Torval. His partner drew deep, even breaths, struggling mightily to calm himself, even as his nostrils flared and his muscular frame quaked with rage. In the interest of aiding the dwarf in calming himself, Rem picked up his written report and shoved it into Torval’s empty hands.

“There,” he said. “Read it over. Tell me if I missed anything.”

Torval glared at him. “In a moment—”

“Now,” Rem said. To punctuate the command, he drew up a chair and slammed it down before Torval, rudely inviting him to sit. Torval, still glaring, did as Rem bade. He sat, raised the parchment close to his eyes, and slowly began to read, mouth moving as he worked his way through the document.

Rem leaned against the desk, watching. Indilen had been teaching Torval to read for three or four months, and she constantly hounded Rem about being a good companion and forcing Torval, at least once per shift, to read something. At first Rem had found the role of deputy taskmaster in charge of Torval’s literacy a rather uncomfortable one. He was delighted that his unlettered partner was gaining the long-neglected skill, but he’d thought from the start that Torval would accept Indilen’s kind but firm brand of instruction better than anything Rem could offer. To his great surprise, though, he’d found that after he made it known to Torval that Indilen herself had assigned the dwarf his homework, and that Rem was just the interim authority appointed to oversee it, the dwarf seemed to accept it. He wouldn’t listen to Rem about much of anything else, but when their shifts were done and Rem handed him an arrest report or a Wanted leaflet that included a written description of the outlaw pictured, Torval—with minimal grumbling—almost always acquiesced and got down to it.

He won’t do much for me, Rem thought, but by all the gods, he’ll do just about anything for Indilen. I suppose that’s one thing we have in common.

That thought brought a smile to his face.

Torval held out the parchment. “It’s fine,” he said. “Should we add the bit about the guild buy-in?”

Rem was delighted. Mission accomplished.

“What say you?” Rem asked in response. “Is it worth noting?”

Torval shrugged. “Suppose not.” His eyes were still darting about the room—a gaze in search of focus, still agitated and overwhelmed. Rem felt a strange pang of worry then. He’d seen Torval flustered by mouthy arrestees before, but there seemed to be something else on his mind, something deeper than mere provocation or insult.

“Torval, I thought you had no letters,” a smooth, purring voice suddenly said at Rem’s elbow.

The sudden sound in the midst of his reverie made Rem leap off the desk and onto his feet as surely as if he’d been tapped on the shoulder in what he’d thought was a deserted alleyway. There stood Queydon, the dark-skinned elfmaid who was one of the chief sergeants of the watch and the Fifth’s most capable interrogator. Queydon stared at Rem with her now-familiar ever-implacable gaze, honey-colored eyes large and beautiful but unnervingly deep. She seemed puzzled by his affrighted response.

“You did not see me here?” she asked.

Torval’s preoccupation had fled. The little bastard snickered now. “He never sees you, not ’til you’re right up on him.”

“Haven’t we talked about the skulking?” Rem asked her. “The sudden appearances?”

“I simply approached and spoke,” she said.

“Your approach was silent as death,” Rem said. “Per usual.” He suddenly realized what troubled him about that elvish gaze of hers: she never blinked—at least, he could not remember seeing her do so. To test his theory, he stared intently at her for the next few breaths, waiting for her to blink, even once. She didn’t.

Queydon shrugged, a tiny, economical gesture typical of her penchant for understatement. “Perhaps,” she began, “it is your blunted senses and limited spatial awareness, Remeck, and not my silent approach, wherein the problems lie?” The question was posed clinically, without any sense of blame or insult attached.

Torval’s snicker exploded in a snort, then rolled into unfettered laughter. The dwarf bent double, slapping his knees, his body-rocking guffaws echoing in the spacious administrative chamber. Rem felt all eyes in the room turning toward them—toward him—and knew his pale, freckled skin was quickly reddening.

“Would you stop that?” Rem asked his partner.

“Limited spatial awareness!” Torval snorted. “Gods, lad, she got you there!”

Rem had no idea what was so funny, but he supposed there was nothing for it. He waved the report and cocked his head toward Ondego’s office. “If you’ll excuse me.”

As he strode away he heard Queydon once more query Torval. “As I said before—I thought you had no letters, and yet you were just reading.”

“Blame that lass he fancies,” Torval replied. “She’s teaching me to read some. Makes him spot-check me. A taskmaster, that one.”

Rem smiled at that, but didn’t bother to look back at them. As he approached Ondego’s office doorway, he caught a last comment, spoken so quietly by the elfmaid that he almost didn’t hear it.

“I truly don’t understand,” she said. “Am I really so silent as he claims? My presence so unnerving?”

“Don’t mind him,” Torval replied, and Rem was sure the dwarf was speaking loudly just so Rem would hear him, even at a distance. “He’s only human.”

Rem shook his head, exasperated. He’d been planning to treat Torval to breakfast as soon as their shifts were done. Now he’d do everything in his power to get the dwarf to pay for their morning meal, and a mug or two of ale. It was the least the little bastard owed him after such a tiring night.


CHAPTER THREE

They set out through the cold, sunny streets toward the King’s Ass, their preferred haunt when not walking their beats or enjoying quiet evenings in their separate homes. Aarna, the owner and operator, always treated them like family and served them well when they buffed her barstools, which was frequently. No doubt, on a frosty morning like the present one, she’d have every fireplace in the King’s Ass crackling and stoked and the cauldrons on the fires behind the bar bubbling with warmed, spiced ale, while the smell of fresh-baked bread and panfried meats wafted from the hidden kitchens. Rem was eager—nay, desperate—for all the comforts of that cozy little taproom as they set out across Sygar’s Square, but cursed the fact that it would require a good long walk to get them all the way to the Third Ward, where the King’s Ass waited. Oh well, at least the sun was finally up and slanting down into the streets, its welcome presence warming the crisp winter air slightly.

They talked little at first, then not at all. The air bit too shrewdly, after all, and the winds were too stiff to carry on any kind of meaningful conversation. Soon enough Rem’s tired mind wandered. After once more imagining how good a hot breakfast at the King’s Ass would taste, he summoned images of Indilen in his mind, waiting for him back at his rented room, already undressed and under the covers of his bed. True, he had no reason to expect her there—truth be told, he found her waiting for him so welcomingly on only the rarest of occasions—but a hardworking watchwarden who’d spent his night crisscrossing the city in the wake of pirated pisswains, recovering stolen house gods, and keeping angry dwarves from battering hapless young thieves to bloody jelly could dream, couldn’t he?

They broke from a side street onto a wide boulevard that traversed a raised plaza beside a broad, sunken square. A vast, hulking construction project rose at the center of the wide-open square beneath them. This would, in time, be a temple of the Panoply—and, to judge by the dimensions of the foundation and the spread of the buttressed walls slowly rising behind a perpetual screen of skeletal scaffolding, quite a large one. Rem wanted to be pleased about that, for the present Great Panoply of Yenara, in the First Ward, was awe inspiring and sumptuously appointed—but also bustling, crowded, and too far away for him to justify a special journey with any frequency. However, Rem also knew that temples of this sort took decades—if not centuries—to build. Even if he lived the rest of his life in Yenara, it was unlikely he’d ever see the place truly completed.

He turned to Torval to remark upon these idle thoughts and suddenly realized the dwarf was no longer beside him. He stopped, scanned the broad, bustling street, even stretched up on his tiptoes to try to see Torval’s head low among the press of taller bodies. He found his missing partner some distance behind him, on the broad stone plaza overlooking the grand square below them. What on earth had drawn the old stump’s attention? And why hadn’t he bothered to tell Rem that he was stopping?

“Fine way to treat a mate,” Rem said as he jogged up beside his partner and took in the view of the rising temple from the plaza. “I turned to say something and you were gone.”

Torval looked to Rem, gave a grunt—an affirmation, an apology, who knew?—then swung his gaze back toward the half-constructed temple complex. Instead of pressing the issue, Rem decided to give it a look of his own. He scanned the site, noting the preponderance of hewn cyclopean stones still awaiting placement, the larger piles of stones mounded here and there like strange old burial cairns on a grassless, rocky tundra, and the many little camps and workstations distributed throughout the site, where workers congregated, bent to their labors, or studied enormous hand-drawn plans of the building they were raising. After a moment’s survey, Rem noted something unusual about the workers.

“All dwarves?” he asked aloud.

Torval grunted again. “Every last one,” his partner confirmed. “The only tall folk I see are a few Panoply priests and administrators, overseeing or approving the work. See there? And over there?”

Rem followed Torval’s fingers as they pointed. It was true. He saw a handful of priests in their color-coded robes—scarlet and saffron, gold and green, scintillating silver, robin’s-egg blue, and pearlescent white—most of them speaking with what Rem assumed to be the crew leaders, referring to the plans laid out before them or sawing the air with their hands, suggesting the shape of the walls or the towers yet to be built. But despite the presence of that small knot of human overseers, the greater share of bodies moving steady and ant-like about that work site were short, muscular, and broad shouldered, just like Torval.

“Perhaps I’m wrong,” Rem said, “but isn’t that a bit strange? Dwarves raising a temple to human gods?”

Torval only grunted again. Rem stole a glance at him. His partner seemed quite intent upon something—or someone—in the laboring crowd of dwarves. Rem turned his gaze back to the bustling work site and tried to tease out who or what might be holding Torval’s attentions so steadily. It was no good, though. All he saw were dwarves at work. Perhaps not such a strange thing, all in all, but certainly not a common sight in Yenara. The dwarven quarter itself was nearby, true, but everyone knew the dwarves who occupied it rarely undertook work beyond their enclave’s unmarked borders. To see so many of them at work here, now, and on a house of divinity, no less …

“Is something troubling you, Torval?” Rem asked. “I could be wrong, but you’ve seemed preoccupied all night.”

“Bah,” Torval said. “It’s nothing.” He turned from the stone railing and set off again. Rem, more than a little perturbed at the dwarf’s reticence but knowing that he had neither the strength nor the patience to press the issue, fell in behind his partner and quickened his pace. Like it or not, Rem supposed Torval would make his thoughts known in his own time, and not a moment sooner.

Soon enough they were deep into the Third Ward, rounding a corner to espy the familiar image on the shingle of the King’s Ass: a fat, besotted king grinning foolishly atop a frowning, sway-backed donkey. In milder weather—the sort Yenara boasted for most of the year—the doors would be wide-open during business hours, but they were presently shut against the cold. Quickening his pace, Rem made the entryway first, yanked open one of the heavy oak doors, then held it as Torval stepped inside. Upon stepping over the threshold, Rem was enrobed in the tavern’s comforting warmth, his senses teased by its sights, sounds, and smells: the gaudy colors of a set of newly installed stained-glass windows off to his left; the pleasant, rumbling murmur of dozens of conversations; the woodsy, bucolic tang of the fresh rushes and sawdust that littered the floors; and the mouthwatering aromas of roasting meats, baked bread, and spices mulling in hot ale and wine. Gods, his whole miserable, exhausting night now seemed worth it if this was where it had all led!

He fell in behind Torval, who was already halfway to the bar, and they slid onto the first stools that presented themselves. The place was lively this morning, but not crowded. Aarna was busy farther down the bar, delivering plates of fried eggs, thick-sliced ham, and kippered herrings to a trio of muscular bruisers who didn’t have an unbroken nose among them. Tavern bouncers, Rem guessed, or some other night workers valued more for their rough appearance and brusque manners than their delicacy. Ah well … took all types, didn’t it? No doubt this lot were just getting off their own night shifts, like Torval and Rem, and sought nothing more than a good breakfast and a long sleep.

Two stout mugs filled to the brim with a steaming, frothy brew appeared on the bar before them. They’d been delivered by young Davijo, one of Joedoc the Brewer’s boys. Though only thirteen, he was already tall and sprouting some whiskers on his face.

“Good morning, sirs,” Davijo said, his boyish voice having dropped since the last time Rem had seen him—which was only a few weeks before. “Anything to fortify the ales?”

Rem suggested the bruisers farther down the bar. “What they’re having. And throw in some of that old, veiny cheese and a loaf of fresh bread.”

The boy nodded deferentially and hurried into the back.

“Growing fast, that one,” Rem said to Torval.

“They do that,” the dwarf said, almost wistfully. His eyes were downcast, his mouth set in a stoic frown. Suddenly he spat out, “I’ve a favor to ask.”

“Anything,” Rem said.

“If this offer offends you, please, make it known to me immediately—”

“Torval,” Rem said, crossing his arms on the bar in front of him, “there is nothing you can ask for that would offend me. We’re partners, and I’d like to think we’re friends. Go on, make your request.”

Torval nodded. What on earth had him so worried?

“Four nights from now,” the dwarf said, “on the solstice, is the Fhrystomein—a solemn feast of remembrance and reparation among my people. We keep the rituals at Osma’s request, because she wants the children to understand where they came from, what they are part of …”

Torval trailed off, as if his explanation was falling short of some silently held expectation. Rem considered trying to help him along, but kept quiet. He wanted to give Torval the chance to say all that he intended to say without interruption.

“At any rate,” Torval said with a sigh, “it is, ideally, a feast to be shared among true family and the closest of friends. It comes in the midst of winter so that we can remember what we’ve gained and lost in the year past, and petition the gods for good fortune and bounty in the year to come.”

“So you won’t be in for your shift?” Rem asked, not sure where this was going.

Torval nodded. “Aye, I’ll not—and I asked Ondego to release you as well. So that you could join us. With Indilen, if that’s your wish.”

Rem stared. Blinked. For some reason that he could barely articulate, Torval’s request truly moved him. Perhaps it was the fact that Rem had almost forgotten what it was like to share a holiday feast with friends and family. Or perhaps it was the notion that, despite the fact that he and Indilen frequently lingered here, at the King’s Ass, with Torval, or had, on occasion, enjoyed a simple picnic lunch with Torval’s family, this was the first time that Torval had explicitly invited both Rem and Indilen—together—into his home for a solemn occasion. That simple realization touched Rem deeply.

“We would be honored,” Rem said. “I’ll admit, it’s not a celebration I’m familiar with. Should I bring something or—”

“Just bring yourselves,” Torval said, waving one thick, square hand. “Ours is just a family gathering. Earnest, but not overly solemn. Osma and I, we just …we agreed that the two of you have become good friends to us—to our whole family. It is right that you should join us.”

Rem clapped Torval on one muscular shoulder. “You never fail to surprise me, old stump. Just when I think you’re hard as steel and twice as sharp, you show me what a bed of dandelions you can be.”

Torval smiled a little—an awkward, self-effacing smile that Rem found incredibly charming—then shrugged. “Don’t embarrass me, lad. You know I’ve come to rely on you. You’ve acquitted yourself in this mission—and at my side—admirably.” Then he scowled. “Just don’t go thinking this means I’ll go easier on you! You’re still a babe in these woods, after all!”

Rem straightened his posture and squared his shoulders. “Indeed, sir—and so much left to learn.” He snatched up his mug and presented it for a toast. “To friends,” he said.

“To friends,” Torval answered.

Their mugs touched and they drank.

Aarna appeared then. Grinning warmly, the ever-welcoming tavern matron bent over the bar, first planting a heavy kiss on Torval’s ruddy cheek, then moving to plant another on Rem’s.

“My two favorite head-breakers,” she said with a broad smile and genuine affection. “Have you ordered?”

“Indeed we have,” Rem said. “And once we’ve quaffed these ales and scarfed our victuals, we’ve a mind to turn this place upside down. Slow night on the ward—got to get our head-breaking in somewhere, you know.”

“Is that right?” Aarna asked with a knowing cock of her brow.

To Rem’s great surprise, Torval played along. “There’s been a noted decline in the quality of your patrons,” the dwarf said, scanning the room furtively. “I’m inclined to agree with the Bonny Prince here—this taproom’s overdue for a good, cleansing brawl.”

“Might I remind you,” Aarna said, “that the last brawl you two started left me with barely half the furniture I started with? Not to mention a few broken windows.”

“We paid for those windows,” Torval said. “And look at the stained glass our coin bought!”

“And we got you new furniture,” Rem added, gesturing around them. “The confiscated contents of the Moon Under Water, just as you asked!”

“And to say we started that brawl—” Torval began.

“Quiet,” Aarna broke in. “You win—the both of you. For my new windows and my fine new furniture, I’m forever in your debt.”

“Truth be told,” Rem said, sipping his warm spiced ale and loving it, “we’re probably in yours, which is why we spend so much money here.”

Aarna smirked. “I feed you for free, Freckles.”

Rem raised his mug. “But we pay for the ale,” he countered, offering his best crooked smile. “And we drink a lot of it.”

Aarna rolled her eyes and raised her arms to the heavens. “Why? Why were these two miscreants forced upon me? What sin did I commit to earn their attentions?”

“Too friendly,” Rem said.

“Too beautiful,” Torval added.

Aarna, always game for compliments when they were given in earnest, planted her hands on her hips and raised her chin expectantly. “Don’t stop there, boys. Flattery will get you everywhere.”

Davijo arrived with their plates: two large platters heaped with eggs fried in pork fat, seared slabs of thick-cut salted ham, smoked kippers lightly warmed beside the fire, two generous plates of pungent, veiny cheese, and, on a third plate between them, a loaf of soft, steaming brown bread fresh from the ovens. When the plates were laid before them, Rem took a long moment to study his own, savoring the sight of it. His stomach growled and curled in the center of him, like a napping puppy slowly stirring toward wakefulness. He took a last long draught of his spiced ale, preparing the way for the feast to come.

“About time,” Torval said, then laid into the food before him.

Rem was just about to tear into his own when a new arrival slid onto the stool beside him. Two dainty hands shot into his field of vision, snagged his plate, and pulled it away from him. Rem spun toward the offender, ready to protect his hard-won breakfast, and found a familiar beauty with auburn hair and brown eyes beside him. She was all wrapped up in a simple fur-lined winter coat. A small oblong wooden box of fine make—her personal secretary set—sat on the bar beside her. With only the briefest, sweetest batting of her eyes, she turned from Rem and snatched up a slice of the salted ham.

“Truly,” Indilen said, “you’re the best mate a girl could have. I’m famished.”
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