
  
    PaRt One


    BLACK


    By hating death, you become its servant.


    By loving it, you become its master.


    You must always choose love.


    —The First Rite of Devotion

  


  
    Chapter One


    -


    It’s amazing how long it can take someone to die.


    Or to be exact: how long it can take someone to die if you’re careless. Most people like to talk about the human body like it’s a piece of glass . . . breathe on it the wrong way and it’ll shatter. Not that I mind; talk like that makes my work a lot easier. But it’s all nonsense, honestly, children’s stories and drunkards’ rantings, often from people you’d think would know better.


    The worst are the soldiers. Get them home from a war, and most will swear to you they saw friends of theirs get cut in half by a single arrow, fall stone dead after one knife thrust to the knee. This while sobbing into mugs of mead, making apologies about what bad people they are, this is what war does to you, you ain’t seen it, so you can’t know.


    Nonsense—and boring nonsense, too. Everyone talks about how many people die in war—but I’ve always been more impressed with how many live. Oh, soldiers know how to kill. Some of them have gotten so used to hacking at strangers for king and country they don’t know how to do anything but kill. But they forget how hard it actually was when they were doing it, how the body kept going on a long time after the brain should have shut down and the person with it.


    Yes, people die slowly, if you leave them to it. The body doesn’t want to die. It’s made to heal, to adjust, to get better. So it pays to be careful, to do the job right the first time. Details matter. “You can only put together the large puzzle with the small pieces,” Caoesthenes always said, and like everything he taught me it seemed silly at first, a child’s rhyme. But he was right, of course; Caoesthenes was always right, except once . . . and that time was my fault.


    A slight clatter echoed in the street to my right, and I lowered myself into a crouch as I turned my head toward the disturbance. For the past two hours, I had been standing in the shadows, concealed behind a series of wooden crates stacked across the street from the Ashenzas’ home, just past the intersection of Velman and Commerce Streets in the Merchant District of the great city of Cohrelle. This was early for the guards to change their shifts, but I was in no mood to take chances.


    Yet as I peered around the crates, I saw nothing more than a man stumbling down the street before lurching out of sight into an alleyway, a slurred tune drifting from him as he went. I vaguely recognized it as one of the newer tavern songs—something about loose-fitting clothing, though that sort of music isn’t my stock in trade—and frowned. Concealing myself from some wine-drenched worker stumbling by after wasting his week’s pay on a few hours of forgetfulness wasn’t necessary, after all; his own sorrows were more than enough to drown out my presence.


    I must admit that there has been more than one time I wouldn’t have minded trading places with one of those workers, at least for a little while. Their lives might have seemed empty, but at least their issues were their own. What would they have done if they had to solve everyone else’s problems but theirs? Who would they have turned to for aid? The fences who lent them money for another spin of the birussi wheel? The courtesans who pretended to be more interested in their worries than their wallets? The bartenders who listened to them pour out their failures over just one more flagon, one more drink added to an unpayable sheet of debt?


    I shook my head in annoyance. “Self-pity is the least helpful indulgence,” I remembered Caoesthenes telling me once; “No one can help you with a problem you only tell yourself, and you can’t help yourself solve the problem if you’re wasting time complaining about it.” It was true, and weighing everything together, I wouldn’t have lasted long drinking myself into oblivion every night. But that didn’t make it any easier to dismiss my worries.


    With a faint sigh, I turned back to the task at hand. It had been a while since I had been near the Ashenzas’ residence, but it looked much as I remembered it; four ornate wooden columns supporting the roof, which extended from the second floor over the ground below, while two rows of four windows each, each window lit with its own lantern, outlined the two floors of the house.


    Two guards stood watch outside the main door, facing opposite directions. Four columns, two rows, four windows, two guards; typically symmetrical of Ashenza, who had founded his reputation on care and precise calculation. Ashenza was not a merchant, but an accountant—a money-tracer of sorts, one whose skill in following trails of currency had garnered him favor with Cohrelle’s rulers, and some negative attention from those whose intentionally labyrinthine schemes he had managed to unwind. His elevation to the Governor’s Circle had helped both the Governor to assert his authority over the merchants in his city and Ashenza to protect himself and his family from the ire his talent raised.


    But all that had happened some years ago, and I hadn’t heard much about the man for some time. Lady Verencia Ashenza was probably better known now than her husband—because while he avoided attention whenever possible, she sought it like a bee seeks the flower. No party was truly an occasion without her presence, and hosts often found themselves abandoned in favor of the raven-haired beauty who, while flitting from this small group of nobles to that gathering of merchants and city officials, seemed to make every move in the hope of attracting more interest.


    Still watching the motionless guards, I put my hand within my cloak and drew forth a small cylindrical case made of wood. Carefully unsealing the rubber stopper, I pulled out the rolled piece of vellum within and unrolled it to read, for probably the fiftieth time, the two words written on its surface:


    Lady Ashenza.


    Yes, Lady Ashenza, socialite, gossip, by all accounts a vapid buffoon—and, as the rumors now suggested, the head of the sect of Rael. I only knew about any of this from secondhand reports, of course; I didn’t spend much time at socialite affairs, and information gathering wasn’t my line of work. But still, nothing I knew of Lady Ashenza marked her for a spy or power broker.


    The sect of Rael had indeed been more troublesome of late; its adherents, who always had a distressing habit of publicly denouncing all gods but their own, had recently added assassination to their crimes. Only a month ago, a minor city official had been found dead under suspicious circumstances—not unheard of, but unusual, as it had been some time since a member of Cohrelle’s government had been involved in anything more public than a scandalous flirtation, or perhaps thieving from the city’s coffers. Rael’s sect was soon implicated—a dangerous escalation of activity for them, and impossible for some, including the leaders of my Order, to tolerate any longer.


    Yet despite this escalation, the Order had, as usual, been waiting for the right moment to correct the imbalance, and I hadn’t heard that such a moment was imminent. Sending me without further explanation or preparation was a risky proposition, since I hadn’t been involved with the Rael business in the first place. Why, then, had I been sent here?


    A shadow brushed by the farthest right window on the top floor and stopped, as if whoever cast it was looking out on the street below. The outline was a little indistinct, but as the shadow turned for a brief moment before vanishing I saw the figure’s profile—perhaps a woman, though not necessarily Lady Ashenza herself. What had she seen? Had she sensed something, gazing at the house from the shadows below? Had she heard a whisper of mortality in the air outside her window?


    As if she were a character in a cheap bard’s song, I thought, irritated. I had work to do, and distracting myself with romantic fairy tales wouldn’t help. I silently settled back down into a more comfortable crouch. I would be here at least until daybreak; my survey had just begun.


    ~


    Every Acolyte knows that successfully eliminating a target has very little to do with the actual killing strike. The real work is done in the hours and days, sometimes weeks, beforehand, during which each part of the target’s location is scrutinized for both strength and weakness. Guard movements and shift changes are mentally charted; details of the building are committed to memory, from the placement of doors and windows to the layout of the roof, nearby sewer drains, any and all possible obstacles and hazards.


    And, of course, the target themself is monitored—patterns of going, coming, all must be carefully documented. “Enough happens in a mission that you can’t control,” Father Esper used to say. “Control as much as you can before the mission even begins.” It was good advice, as far as it went, but it also required time to plan—and I had been given precious little of it here.


    It was partly that which bothered me. I only had until the night moon to complete my mission, which was a little more than two days from the time I had received my instructions; and though the mission itself would not take much time to complete, the window to prepare for it was barely adequate. I could have tracked her down on one of her trips, but they were always made to different places, and the guard contingent that always accompanied her would have made things more complicated—and public—than the Service would have wanted. That meant it had to be done at her home, for better or worse.


    Such was my information as the time of the night moon approached, and I wasn’t happy as I looked down at the Ashenzas’ home from my new vantage point: the roof of the building opposite. The street here was not particularly wide, and the building in front of which I had stood for some time was owned by a jeweler . . . and not for long, it seemed, or he might have taken more precautions to secure it.


    As it was, I’d had little trouble scaling the side of the building to its top, where a gently sloping roof made of ash tile offered a comfortable place to collect data about the Ashenzas’ patterns and, blessedly, to take a few hours of rest. Acolytes are trained very early to function efficiently for days without food, water, or sleep, but we are still human, and I had not slept for three days. I would only be awakened when the chikchak—Caoesthenes’s annoyingly (thus, intentionally) childish name for his warning device—went off, tinnily but quietly, next to my left ear. Its mate, a flat stone colored the same gray as the street, lay in an out-of-the-way crack near the Ashenzas’ front door; anyone passing within five feet of it would cause it and its double to vibrate silently. Attach a few small pieces of metal to one of the chikchaks, and a highly effective alarm (for light sleepers, as all Acolytes are trained to be) was the result. Thanks to the chikchak, I had been awakened for every shift change and passage in and out of the Ashenzas’ home.


    Fortunately, Ashenza’s legendarily organized behavior seemed not to have changed since the days before he had joined the Governor’s Circle. I watched two guards replace the current shift every six hours, precisely on the clock bell’s final chime, and as far as I could tell there were only six guards in total. Ashenza himself left in the morning and returned in the evening at the same times every day, while his wife (somewhat less regularly) left and returned several hours after her husband in each case, dressed in shocking colors of scarlet and purple, highlighted by the stark lamplight. I never saw them together in or outside their home, and I couldn’t help wondering how much time either one spent, or wanted to, with the other.


    It had all been relentlessly predictable—for two days. But patterns could sometimes change after two days, and I was running the risk of walking into a situation I was not fully prepared to handle. Still, I knew better than to ask Father Jant, head of the Service and my superior, for more time. I doubted very much that he had increased his tolerance for what he saw as any unnecessary delay in a given mission. So, after being woken a final time by the evening shift change, I pocketed the chikchak and crawled lower on the roof. It was now nearly eight bells past midday, and Ashenza had already returned two bells ago; if all went as it had in previous evenings, his wife would soon follow.


    Lying flat on the roof, my cloak covering all but my eyes as I monitored the door, I wondered what had drawn Lady Ashenza into the sect of Rael and its false promises. It was rumored that children were regularly indoctrinated by Rael’s followers, seduced by promises of freedom and play; perhaps she had been taken from her family when she strayed too far from her home, returned only after being brainwashed into obedience. Or perhaps her parents had been devotees, and she had simply followed suit. Then again, she could have been drawn into the sect as an adult; her connections with Cohrelle’s elite would have made her a valuable asset. Shrewd questions would have been asked when Ashenza began his courtship, even if she had been entirely innocent . . . but perhaps other things could have made up for any mystery in her background.


    My mind wandered back to the memory of the shadow near the window, hesitating as its owner looked outside the home to which she was forced to return every evening. Forced to return? I couldn’t know that, but it seemed increasingly likely as I considered the possibility. Perhaps she had turned to the sect of Rael for . . . relief? For freedom from the constant drumbeat of social responsibility, proper behavior, feigned interest in the work of her husband?


    Freedom, and a true family?


    An image rushed unbidden into my consciousness: a woman, bending over me as I lay feverish in my bed, whispering gentle words that washed over me . . . 


    What in the Hells?


    With a shake of my head, I yanked my attention back to the present. Both guards were still at their posts; nothing and no one had stirred. But I could feel the vibrations of my beating heart pounding into the ash-tiled roof below me, and had to grit my teeth as I searched for calm. Concentrating, I felt my heartbeat grow slower and steadier, and my racing mind began to settle into its usual pattern. Soon my upset was replaced by a more familiar and comfortable emotion: anger.


    Fool.


    I knew nothing of why Lady Ashenza had gotten involved in the sect of Rael, but I didn’t need to know, and certainly didn’t need to confuse it with visions from my own past. I hadn’t thought about my childhood in years, what little of it I remembered. The only real family I’d ever had was Father Esper, and later Caoesthenes. I kept all others at arm’s length, both because my work required it and my soul demanded it, and I was seldom troubled by the distance . . . even if there occasionally was something in the back of my mind that poked at me, reminded me that even now, I might be missing something  . . .


    The image of the woman, her face kind and voice low, suddenly flashed again. There was music, some kind of music, and a gentle song, though even as I heard it the melody seemed to slip from me.


    Fool!


    Again, I tore my mind away from the vision, furious with myself. Members of the Order concerned themselves with the present, not the deceptive memories of the past or the unsure fortunes of the future. Enough with doubt and uncertainty! I had been given sacred instructions, and I would carry them out without question, as every one of Argoth’s Acolytes must.


    Justice is balance. Justice is balance.


    Watching Ashenza’s home through half-closed eyes, I repeated this mantra to myself over and over for what seemed like an age, until I almost believed it.


    ~


    The quiet rattle of the chikchak broke me from my reverie, and I stopped my recitation. The ninth bell had sounded some time ago, and I had begun to fear Lady Ashenza had either been detained at one of her innumerable social engagements, or had left for the country—an odd action for a socialite to take in the fall, when their calendar would be filling up rapidly. But I couldn’t be sure, since I’d had so little time to establish her movements, so I noted the swirl of a silken robe heralding her arrival with relief—though the dark colors were rather muted for her, and as I watched the guards greet and escort her to the front door something else seemed odd about her behavior. Several times she glanced around as if looking for something or someone, and before entering the house she spoke in a low whisper for at least a full minute to one of the guards. Finally, she turned away and hurriedly disappeared into her home, while the guard she had been speaking to, after a few muttered words to his companion, headed across the street to the building on which I now lay. As I watched in surprise, cloaked in shadow, he began to knock loudly on the door.


    I slid back carefully from the roof’s edge and stood. Either Lady Ashenza had made an extraordinarily lucky guess, or she had been warned of her danger, but either way I had to move fast. Already I could hear stirrings from below as the jeweler, no doubt utterly bewildered at being woken at this hour, went to answer his door.


    In front of Ashenza’s house, the other guard had repositioned himself right next to the front door while his companion pounded on the entrance opposite. So far as I could tell no reinforcements had arrived yet, but the guards’ new alertness was going to make getting in on the ground floor difficult. Fortunately, I had already decided on an alternative course.


    Not all Acolytes enjoyed aerial entrances, and some Trainers refused to teach them on principle, believing them to be a waste of training time. Caoesthenes himself had never been particularly fond of the practice—“we’re agents of Argoth’s will, not acrobats in a traveling circus,” he used to mutter—but he also knew enough to realize Acolytes who were unskilled in a given discipline could find themselves unready for certain situations, and so he instructed me in airborne techniques with the same rigor he taught everything else.


    I, on the other hand, loved the challenge of hanging forty feet or more above the hard stone of the streets, clinging to a rope like a Mulaar ape as I worked my way, hand over hand, from one roof to another. Leaps and jumps were even better; the thrill of breaking from solid surfaces underfoot, free of the world even for the briefest moment, had never left me, and there were few in the Service who could jump farther. But the distance here was too great for that, and so I knelt near the edge of the roof, slowly whirling my fly hook overhead with one hand.


    Below, the door opened, and two voices, one higher and uncertain and one lower and more insistent, had a brief, inaudible exchange. The door slammed, and I cleared my mind and concentrated. After a moment I focused my attention on the street to my left and knocked on the ash tile next to me in an erratic rhythm. Down the street the same sound echoed, and the remaining guard cocked his head in its direction. I knocked again, louder this time, and the guard looked around uncertainly. Caoesthenes would probably have been frustrated with my idea—“you spend too much time on your soundshifting techniques, and too little on the basic skills that will keep you alive,” he always said—but even he had to admit I was good at the method. Part of me hoped the guard might actually check the sound, but I knew it was unlikely. Ashenza could afford to hire guards with a modicum of common sense, and it would have been intensely stupid to leave the door entirely. But he didn’t need to leave; I just needed him to be distracted.


    With the guard still looking in the direction of the sound he had heard, I spun my fly hook again before releasing one end toward the roof directly across from me. Pulling the rope spooling out of the hook I was still holding behind it as it went, the thrown hook arced high above the street before landing on the roof with a quiet thunk. I gave the rope three quick tugs, and the single metal hook immediately split into three separate legs which embedded themselves in the tile and held fast. I turned and made the hook I held fast to the roof, then looked back at the house opposite.


    I heard a door slam again below, but this time much closer, accompanied by the same voices. They’d probably searched the first floor without result and were now on to the second. I turned back and, testing the rope with my foot, stepped on and began to cross. I could have chosen a safer, more considered approach, but this was faster . . . and perhaps a trifle more enjoyable. Over the street I went, placing each foot carefully in front of the next and holding one end of my cloak in each hand for balance as I walked, probably looking like an enormous bat—though the complete darkness of the night moon would have made seeing me difficult in any case. There was no margin for error, of course. If the guard below sensed me crossing, or decided to look up at random, the mission would be lost. But that guard was distracted by a phantom noise down the street, the other was frantically searching a building I had already left, and everyone else was asleep in their beds. Safe.


    Except for one.


    In a few more moments I reached the other side. Kneeling next to the fly hook with a little more difficulty—the roof here was steeper than the one on the jeweler’s building—I ran my finger over the top of the leftmost leg until I found the small release lever. I shifted it and moved away. With a quiet whirr, the legs on the far hook released and closed, and the rope and hook retracted into the hook on my end with a click. A second lever released my side’s hook, and I quickly put both into my cloak. Nothing would be visible on either side to show that I had been there, except for the small holes in the tiles where the hooks had attached themselves—assuming anyone knew to look for them.


    I peered carefully over the edge, where I could just hear the sound of footsteps approaching on the street. The guard returning after unsuccessfully searching for the source of the sound he had heard, no doubt, but I would be gone from view before he arrived; the windows on the second floor of the house were very close to the roof’s edge, and I knew Ashenza kept his guards protecting the first floor, where he apparently thought the danger was most evident. I had only to make my way past the window itself, and as I leaned over I saw the one right below me was already partly open. Then I heard voices, not far from the window, speaking quietly but clearly.


    “It’s cold, mistress,” a high, breathy voice said. “The windows ought to be closed, at least.”


    “I need the air,” replied a richer, somewhat lower voice. “I’ll close the windows myself later if it gets too chilly.”


    “It still feels wrong, mistress. The master’s not home, and you said yourself a few days ago you wondered how strong the doors to the house truly are. At least you could sleep across the hall, away from the windows on this side, just to be more comfortable.”


    “Nonsense—why would I do that, to sleep outside my own bedroom?” The voice sounded almost amused. “We have enough to be concerned with without jumping at shadows.”


    “But at least you—”


    “That will be all, Maralina,” said the lower voice quietly but firmly. “I will call you if I need you.”


    There was a sigh, then: “Yes, mistress.” I waited as the sound of footsteps died away, then scanned the outside of the window for wires. I waited as long as I dared, listening for further noise within the house but seeing and hearing nothing, I slowly opened the window a bit wider. Turning, I swung my legs within the opening and onto the floor.


    I had come directly to the room where I had seen the shadow several nights before at the beginning of my survey, and as I crouched below the window through which I had entered I saw that I had chosen correctly. The room was richly furnished, decorated in colorful silks and satins, with a large, canopied bed against the left wall and a dressing table opposite it on which a lantern sat. And standing near the dressing table, looking at me with one hand to her mouth, was Lady Ashenza herself, still dressed in the same black robe.


    I rose and reached for my cucuri, preparing to silence her before she could cry out, but to my surprise she put a finger to her lips and shook her head. I hesitated. There was no reason for me to wait—I had my target marked and helpless—but something about her expression stopped me. Her face was older than I had expected, with lines at the corners of her green eyes, a legacy of years of laughing . . . or crying. She had brown, slightly curled hair, perhaps a bit disheveled, but far from messy. It was a sad, somewhat regal face, certainly not vacant as Lady Ashenza’s reputation had branded her. I took a few steps closer, hand still near my cucuri.


    “I’ve expected you,” she said quietly, with the slightest tremor in her now familiar voice. “I knew you would come.”


    I did nothing, frozen by her sonorous voice, and an echo of my earlier memory briefly flitted across my consciousness.


    Freedom, and a true family.


    “I even wanted you to come here, really,” she went on. “It’s why I sent the guard across the street, told the other to remain outside on watch no matter what he heard inside, sent Maralina downstairs. I knew you would be waiting.”


    I flinched slightly—had this all been a trap, then? But I had used due caution before entering the room, and as seconds passed without any result I grew more easy, though extremely curious.


    “If you knew I would come, then you know why I’m here,” I said finally, and risked a question and a few more moments of wasted time. “Why would you willingly await me?”


    Lady Ashenza turned away and looked toward her dressing table. “The result would have been the same if someone else from Argoth’s Service had come,” she said at length, lowering one elegant hand to the collar of her dress. “But you might learn from the experience in ways others would not, and so I hoped you would be the one given this assignment.”


    I hesitated. I didn’t always wander the streets masked and hooded, and I would be known by both the Order and those with whom I had reason to come in contact—and survived the experience. But to most of Cohrelle’s citizens, I was unknown . . . just another nameless resident, exactly as I liked it. How did she know about me, specifically? “I don’t choose the assignments I’m given,” I replied after a moment. “I am guided by Argoth’s will—”


    “As Father Jant interprets it,” she interrupted, and I looked at her in surprise. “You may find that he is not always right about everything, Acolyte—not even about you. Until you think and act for yourself, you are no more than one of Jant’s slaves, not a true follower of Argoth.”


    I stepped closer. “My Lady, I’m not here to discuss philosophy.”


    She smiled without mirth. “No, you’re here to kill me for worshipping Rael.” She shook her head. “Would it help if I said I was not a part of this sect? If I told you I am just a simple person who poses no threat to you, nor your Order?”


    I slowly shook my head. “No, Lady, it would not. I have my orders to follow, and I believe in those who give them.”


    Lady Ashenza nodded, turning away. “I thought as much. But there are other forces in Cohrelle besides the Order of Argoth—forces which may, in the end, decide much more than the fate of this city.” She turned back, and I was shocked to see the calmness on her face, the quiet certainty. She looked neither like an unserious socialite nor like a person about to die by an assassin’s blade. “You will either have to choose where you stand, or the choice will be made for you. But whatever you decide, I at least am not a threat to you, Grayshade,” she said with a small, hesitant step forward.


    I blinked at the use of my name, but did not move. So she did know my name, though it was far from public knowledge. An insistent voice in my head grew louder: Something is very wrong here. Yet that voice was still drowned out by another:


    Freedom.


    “No, I am not a threat to you,” she repeated. “The threat you face is from your own—that of your Order, and your Service. You have already begun to suspect this.” I stared at her, fascinated. “The question now is what you will do to face that threat. Kill me if you must—it makes little difference. What will you do when faced with the real evil: that which resides at the heart of what you believe, and which threatens to consume you?”


    A true family.


    She had now come dangerously close, but I could still not seem to command my hand to move. “It is not too late to turn away from that evil. To do what you think you should do, not what you are told you must do.”


    She stopped less than a foot away, her voice a quiet quaver. “What path will you choose, Grayshade?” she asked. “With whom does your allegiance lie?”


    I blinked again, as if waking from a dream, and she gave me a gentle smile.


    And then, with two swift slashes of my cucuri, I gave her my answer. I had declared my allegiance long ago, and neither uncertain memory nor a honey-sweet tongue would sway it.


    Her body hit the floor with a thud, that calm smile still etched on her face. I uttered a minor binding spell and watched for a moment as the blood oozing from the magically bound wounds began to slow. Then I turned away and retraced my path, through the window and onto the roof of Ashenza’s home. I hesitated for a moment, looking at the street below, then dropped to one knee and prepared to recite the prayer of Repayment.


    It was my tenth year in the Service, and I had just killed my hundredth person in the name of Argoth, the Just God.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    -


    For all the doubt I had felt going into this mission, when the moment came to fulfill it I was surprisingly calm. Lady Ashenza’s reference to my allegiance had reminded me where and to whom it lay, and as I readied my mind for my prayer, I was grateful that my faith had not failed me, despite my unnecessary delay.


    But my heart was still troubled with questions. How had Lady Ashenza known of my mission, and why she had made it easier for me to complete it? How had she even known my name? She must have been far more politically connected than I had assumed, involved in things more important than a few social clubs . . . but what? And what was the “evil which threatened to consume me”?


    Sighing, I cleared my mind for the moment and recited the familiar lines of the prayer of Repayment:


    
      Justice is balance, we are the scales;


      Darkness and silence, hear Argoth’s call.


      Justice is balance, we will not fail;


      On the heads of the faithless His Hammer will fall.

    


    As I finished and rose to go, I saw a glint from the corner of my vision and turned.


    There, at the edge of the roof on the other side of the street from Ashenza’s home, was a crouching figure covered in a cloak. Cursing silently, I sank back into a crouch of my own, my cloak now covering all but my eyes. But the figure did not move, and after a few tense minutes I relaxed slightly. It appeared I hadn’t been noticed, and I silently thanked the night moon for the darkness; only a few nights ago I would have been as visible as a campfire on a clear evening, at least to one trained to move at night. As it was, the light from the lanterns below spilled only faintly over onto the rooftops.


    At first, I thought the figure was one of the guards, but after looking more closely I realized this was impossible. First, no guard wore a cloak of that length, and second, not even a well-trained guard could sit that still for that length of time, particularly one armed with swords or daggers. Only the barest movement of the cloak indicated any life within it. Yet there were telltale signs of breathing, and once, the head turned slightly, a glint of light reflecting off the eyes within.


    I watched the silent figure for what seemed like an age until a series of clicks echoed down the street. The stranger’s head turned toward the noise, which grew louder, and after a moment I turned briefly to see its source: two men hurrying down the street, their footsteps echoing slightly off the stones beneath. As I looked back, I saw to my surprise that the figure had vanished . . . no, not vanished. Moved to slightly higher ground. He was spinning something above his head, almost casually, and after a moment I registered what it was: a fly hook, just like the one I had used to cross to my current spot. And there was only one kind of person who would use a fly hook.


    An Acolyte of Argoth.


    I backed up the roof as silently as I could manage until I had reached its peak and was starting to head down the other side. Carefully sliding into a prone position, with my head just over the roof’s apex, I watched the figure. It seemed inconceivable, but there was no other possible explanation: only the members of Argoth’s Service had access to fly hooks. But what in the Hells was an Acolyte doing here? Were they operating on Jant’s orders?


    A quiet greeting rose from the street below, followed by some whispered conversation, and I blinked in confusion. Had more guards suddenly arrived? After a second, I remembered Lady Ashenza’s earlier orders, and realized one of them had probably immediately sent a message to their relief, asking them to come as quickly as possible. Lady Ashenza had said she had sent her guards away to give me the opportunity to reach her without incident, but I knew it wouldn’t take long for them to recognize something was wrong and return for further instructions.


    After a minute, I heard knocking, followed by the sound of a door opening and closing; more going to aid the search, no doubt. Just then there was a soft whistling sound followed by a thunk, and as I looked up I saw the strange Acolyte lightly and speedily crossing the rope over the street to Ashenza’s roof—at nearly the same spot where I had crossed, in fact. Perhaps all of the guards had gone to the jeweler’s house, but in any case there was no challenging cry from below, and so the Acolyte had obviously not been seen . . . except by me, of course.


    Stepping carefully onto the roof, they bent down, and a moment later I heard a familiar whirring as the line retracted into the hook near the kneeling figure, who retrieved it and placed it within their cloak. Their back was still to me, but at this distance I could now see that the person was of average build and height—not much help in narrowing down the list of possibilities.


    At that moment, I remembered Lady Ashenza’s words: “The result would have been the same if someone else from Argoth’s Service had come.” Could she really have known as much as she had appeared to know? Perhaps this was the “someone else”; maybe Jant had decided he needed to be sure the task was completed. Sending two Acolytes on one mission was unheard of, though, even when there were multiple targets, except in the case of training—and besides, I was the last Acolyte to need babysitting. Then again . . .


    Suddenly I saw the figure moving along the edge of the roof, away from the window where they had arrived, and I watched in surprise as the other Acolyte bent over the window right next to it. They could have been planning an alternate entry, of course, but there was no reason to do it. And then it hit me: the window below where the strange Acolyte was readying himself was no empty storeroom. If they were doing what it looked like, they were getting ready to enter Ashenza’s room.


    Then Ashenza himself was the real target. But this was a waste; why not have me eliminate them both? I watched as the Acolyte leaned over the roof’s edge and lowered their right arm. Several long moments passed, during which I guessed they were checking the window for wires in the usual way.


    There was a light tap and a soft creak, and after another moment the cloaked figure raised their right arm and, grabbing on to the roof’s edge, swung over and down. His face, twin scars on either side nearly covered by a dark brown beard, appeared for just a moment before vanishing as he pivoted into the window below, but even in the dim light I had seen it clearly.


    Maurend.


    ~


    The clash of metal against metal echoed through the room, and with a shove I was knocked onto the floor. Behind the bare-chested figure of my opponent, I caught the briefest glimpse of the impassive faces of Esper, Caoesthenes, and Corrinia before bringing my cucuri up again, my curved blade parrying a downward swipe of my opponent’s weapon.


    I whipped out my leg, but he had anticipated the move and leaped back with ease. I scrambled to my feet, trying to breathe normally even though my lungs were burning with the exertion of the combat and the closeness of the air . . . for good reason, since we were fighting in the chamber of the Void, a metal-walled room with thick wooden floors. It was kept sealed when not in use, and only opened a short time before a combat began. “If you can learn to breathe in this, lad, you can learn to breathe in almost anything . . . and you’ll need to,” Caoesthenes had said. This might have been true, but it was cold comfort to someone who would have given anything to take in a full lungful of air.


    My exertion must have shown on my face, because the Apprentice I was fighting grinned slightly, holding his cucuri loosely in one hand, his other hand palm up and arm extended to the side for balance, his weight shifting from one foot to another as he waited.


    Suddenly I leaped forward again, bringing my cucuri down in a diagonal slash toward him. He parried the stroke without difficulty, and seeing me off balance he drove his knee into my stomach, putting his weight into the maneuver to exact maximum pain. I doubled over, and with a cry of triumph he lifted his blade high in the air. I thought I heard someone—Caoesthenes, perhaps?—shout a warning, but I had already begun to move as the weapon descended.


    I pushed myself forward and drove my head into his midsection, and with a choking cry he staggered back. Another swipe of my cucuri sent his blade flying from his hand, and a simple kick sent him off his feet and onto the ground. I stood over him and reversed my blade, stopping to look over at the three observers.


    Corrinia looked slightly irritated, while Caoesthenes seemed worried. But Esper said nothing, arms folded, and I saw no message in his expression. I looked back down at the fallen Apprentice, who was glaring at me with an expression of pained hatred.


    “Finish it,” he hissed, “you weak fool.”


    I hesitated, considering, before looking back over at Caoesthenes. Then I turned back and smiled sadly. “What would this finish, Maurend?” I stepped back from him and tossed my cucuri next to his body, sending another loud metallic clang through the room, then turned to face the three judges.


    I might have imagined it, but I thought I caught the faintest glimpse of a smile on Caoesthenes’s face.


    ~


    With a start, I brought my mind back to the present and hesitated for a split second before moving quickly and quietly to the window, my thoughts whirling. It was odd enough that any other Acolyte would have been sent on the same mission, or at least to the same house, to which I had been assigned, but of all the Acolytes, Maurend made the least sense.


    We had little in common, after all; he was one of Jant’s protégés, in the days before Jant became Head of the Service, with all of his cruel brutality magnified by Jant’s cold lust for efficiency, while I was Caoesthenes’s finest student. And if our Trainers had little love for each other, it was perhaps not surprising that we felt the same. But in a way, all of this was beside the point. Despite my differences with his methods, there was no disputing Maurend’s skill. He was a consummate professional, and sending both of us would have been a waste of resources, totally unlike Jant.


    Unless Maurend is working on his own?


    I frowned at the thought as I knelt down carefully by the edge of the roof. The guards on the street had vanished. I listened intently, but dead silence reigned inside Ashenza’s home. After a moment, I gripped the roof and slowly pushed myself into a prone position, torso over the street, before lowering my head over the edge. The window was still open, and the room to which it led was dimly lit by a flickering lantern, revealing a simple layout (one fitting Ashenza’s undramatic reputation)–a relatively small bed to the left, uncanopied, sheets and blankets still undisturbed, and to the right a wooden table on which the remains of an evening meal sat. Ashenza, it appeared, had not had much of an appetite. A sturdy-looking desk, with several stacks of paper neatly arranged on its surface, stood against the far wall next to a closed door. And that was all, or at least all that was visible to the naked eye.


    No, not all. In the far corner, standing quietly with his cloak drawn close and head turned toward the door, was Maurend. And even as I registered this, I heard a faint click from the hall, and the door slowly began to open.


    A man with silver-gray hair and of medium height, dressed in a sleeping robe, entered and closed the door behind him with a sigh. I had not seen him in person for some time, and this man looked both older and more tired, deep lines embedded in the weathered surface of his face, than I remembered him, but the outline of his features was unmistakable. So Ashenza had been home after all . . . perhaps down below in his office, though I thought it was odd he wouldn’t have tried to speak to his wife before bed. Perhaps the differences between them were just as present in private as they were in public.


    Ashenza sighed and mumbled something, then took a step toward his bed. Maurend silently moved toward him, and as his cloak fell back I saw the lantern’s flickering light reflecting off the cucuri’s metallic blade. A split second later the blade flashed, and there was a dull thud. As Ashenza’s body slumped, the cloaked Acolyte caught it before it could hit the floor. Maurend leaned over the limp form; after a moment, he nodded and lifted Ashenza’s body with ease, and I watched in surprise as he noiselessly moved to the door and, after a pause, opened it silently.


    What in the Hells is going on?


    Maurend exited with his burden and closed the door, and I raised myself above the level of the roof again. Acolytes were trained not to move the bodies of their targets far if at all possible; the more disturbance, the easier it was to trace the potential assailant—not that it was ever easy to trace a member of the Service. Still, I could think of no reason for Maurend to move Ashenza’s body . . .


    . . . unless Ashenza isn’t dead.


    I had no idea why this thought had come to me, but as soon as I considered it, I realized it was probably true. It would have been foolish in the extreme to move a still bleeding body, and Maurend had uttered no binding spells like the one I had used on Lady Ashenza. The thud I had heard was probably the hilt of Maurend’s cucuri hitting Ashenza’s head. But if Ashenza wasn’t dead, why—


    With a start, I snapped my head to the left. The street below was still empty, and occasional clicks and bumps emanated from the jeweler’s home. But now there was also a faint noise coming from the room next to Ashenza’s, and after a moment I realized it was the sound of something being dragged along a wooden floor.


    It was coming from Lady Ashenza’s room.


    Hurriedly, I repositioned myself above the adjoining window and carefully lowered my head again. Maurend was near the bed on the left with his back to the window, leaning over something on the floor. As he stood upright, I saw to my shock that it was the body of Lady Ashenza, which Maurend must have dragged from next to the dressing table; next to her lay her husband, face down, arm outstretched. Near his right hand was a dagger stained in blood. Maurend stood silent for a moment, then suddenly turned toward the window. I had already jerked my head up at the first sign of Maurend’s movement, but as I pivoted and swiftly crept back up and over the peak of the roof, I wondered if he might have noticed me. There was dim light inside the room and little more coming from the lanterns on the street outside, but still, this was someone in Argoth’s Service, not a normal guard. Beyond my immediate situation, my thoughts were now uncomfortably tangled. What was going on?


    I lowered myself back into a prone position and waited. A few moments later Maurend’s head appeared over the edge of the roof, and as I watched he pulled himself up onto the surface and turning, knelt and again leaned over. I heard a faint click, then a pause followed by a second click—closing the windows again.


    Pushing himself back to a kneeling position, Maurend looked in each direction, and after a moment stood, his cloak billowing behind him. He turned his head for a second, almost as if he was looking over his shoulder to the spot from which I was watching—though I had made sure this time that even an Acolyte would find it difficult to see me—then looked straight ahead and, without warning, jumped forward. I scrambled to my feet and went down to the roof’s edge just in time to see the Acolyte’s cloak disappearing into the shadows at the end of the street to my right.


    Not bad. A slow fall was a bit dramatic as a method of exit, but effective, particularly when the guards were absent. I prepared to follow him, but as I rose the sound of footsteps and conversation echoed from the street to my left, and I swiftly stepped back and gathered my cloak around me. A city patrol, most likely. But as the voices grew louder, my ears picked up something familiar.


    I’ve heard those voices before.


    I lowered myself again and, covering myself with my cloak, watched as the outlines of three people materialized from the shadows. I was able to make out individual words just a few seconds before seeing the faces.


    “Just a little farther, your Grace,” one voice said.


    “I hope so,” came the deep reply. “I have no wish to keep the Governor out late without cause.”


    Now I had no doubt as to whom the voice belonged, and as the light illuminated the faces of the speakers, I saw I was right: two city guards were escorting another tall, thin man, dressed in white robes and carrying a small book, his clean-shaven face lined with age and topped with short white hair and eyebrows: the High Prelate of Argoth himself.


    The group halted in front of Ashenza’s house. A moment later the sound of footsteps echoed from the other direction, and I turned my head to see three more people emerging into the light: two more guards flanked a much taller man, wearing rich red robes and the seal of the city around his neck.


    Jarrett. What in the Hells is he doing here?


    It was indeed Jarrett, the Governor of Cohrelle. As his group reached the other one, the Prelate inclined his head respectfully. “Governor. I’m sorry to have brought you here at this time of night.”


    “If your message was suggesting what I think it was, Prelate, I would have more than enough reason to come,” Jarrett replied, though not, I noticed, with any particular deference in return. The governor always exuded supreme confidence—a product of his accession to the rule of the most prosperous and powerful city of the Silver Coast, which had been both
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