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Introduction

	 

	The story you’re about to read began life as an attempt to write a serial. For those unfamiliar, a serial is the literary equivalent of a television show; a story told in short, manageable chunks and released gradually over a period of a few months. After releasing the first chapter as a part of the story collection Experiments & Enchantments, I set it aside in favor of other projects to see if there would be any interest in finishing it. Rather quickly I received a fair amount of praise for the story and its potential, so I added it to my schedule and got to work.

	 After a few weeks the story was coming along well, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized I just couldn’t justify splitting it up into separately sold chapters. It felt terribly like I was nickel and diming my fans. Thus a serial simply became another novel. While the difference is mainly a matter of release schedule, there are a few lingering artifacts of its serial roots. Mainly this can be seen in the opening paragraphs of each chapter. Frequently a greater than average amount of reestablishing context takes place, since initially at least a few weeks would have passed since the last time the reader read the last chapter.

	In terms of the story itself, and where it belongs in the Book of Deacon timeline, this is a tale that takes place over the course of a few weeks in the period just after the conclusion of The Battle of Verril. That places it after the trilogy but before The D’Karon Apprentice. While it doesn’t touch much at all on The D’Karon Apprentice, this whole story can be considered spoiler material for The Book of Deacon Trilogy. If you haven’t read The Book of Deacon, The Great Convergence, and The Battle of Verril, read those first! If you’ve finished those stories, then enjoy! 

	


Chapter 1

	 

	In even the darkest times and the most unfortunate of places, there are always endeavors that flourish. Life in the land called the Northern Alliance had never been simple. Frigid temperatures made life difficult for the locals in the best of times, and these were anything but the best of times. The kingdom was just beginning to claw its way out of a war that had spanned the better part of two centuries. Decades of battle had left the land weak and weary, and now its people had to learn to cope with a changing world. In spite of this, or perhaps because of it, Clennock’s Den existed as a lush and luxurious oasis in a sea of misery. Even at the peak of the war, it was warm as toast and well-lit with flickering oil lamps and tallow candles. The air perpetually hung with the scent of roasting meats and burning tobacco, and glasses brimmed with fine wine and expensive spirits. The floors were clean, the bar was stocked, and a dozen ornate oak tables surrounded with plush upholstered chairs awaited any with coin enough in their pocket to afford a seat. It was a place immune to the troubles of the world beyond its walls, and it achieved this status primarily due to the unique level of service that its waitstaff provided.

	Ostensibly, Clennock’s was an inn and tavern, though strangely none of the locals seemed to frequent it. Instead, the icy courtyard—which was tucked discreetly behind the building and away from prying eyes—was host to carriages and sleighs belonging to some of the wealthiest land owners and nobles in the region. Each of them was treated like a king, their every appetite catered to and their every whim fulfilled. Most importantly, they could enjoy this treatment and much more while safe in the knowledge that the instant they stepped out the door, the whole of the staff would mysteriously forget they had ever visited. An oddly abundant staff of waitresses and servant girls poured wine and served food. Often the servers outnumbered the patrons, and each was as flawlessly beautiful as the local towns could provide. Their table service was not particularly notable, but for the right price their hospitality could be truly unforgettable.

	Wind wailed outside and the first flakes of a snowstorm began to fall as a stranger pushed open the door. Considering the nature of the business conducted at Clennock’s, a strange face was greeted with a bit more caution than at a more traditional tavern. For reasons no one could fully articulate, something about this particular stranger made the clientele just a bit more uncomfortable than most.

	It wasn’t that he was menacing. Anything but. He stood tall and lean. When he pulled back his hood, he revealed an almost boyish face. Otherwise white hair hinted at its past blondness in whispers here and there. He wore a calm and collected expression, oozing with the sort of ease and confidence that the owner of the Den would have had difficulty displaying. The looks of distrust and concern slid off him as effortlessly as he shrugged off his coat.

	A hostess collected the finely tailored hide and fur overcoat as he approached the bar. The remainder of his outfit set him apart from the rest of the patrons in many ways. While most of the men were impeccably dressed, they all seemed to have made their selections to impress the others with the sheer expense of their wardrobe. The newcomer’s outfit looked no less exquisite, but in his case the ostentatiousness balanced with function. He wore a warm, sturdy vest with plenty of pockets. His trousers were thick enough to ward off the chill of the northern winds. And then, of course, there was the weaponry.

	In a nation at war—particularly a place like the Northern Alliance, where war had lasted so long it was effectively an honored tradition—weapons were a common sight. Even members of the gentry, who would never see a battlefield, made a point of carrying a blade, if only to show solidarity with the soldiers marching to the front lines. These blades tended to be elegant and sparing, often hidden within a cane or tucked beneath a coat. Not so for the man who tapped the snow from his boots. He wore blades the way the servant girls wore makeup: proudly, artistically, and with a shameless overabundance. No fewer than five knives and daggers hung in exquisite sheaths from his belt. Subtle bulges from beneath his vest suggested at least two more tucked out of sight, and a short sword hung at his side. It would have seemed almost barbaric if not for the stunning quality of each weapon. They seemed more like purposeful fashion accessories than something intended to spill blood.

	The newcomer took a seat at the bar and attempted to wring some feeling back into his hands, blowing into them periodically.

	“May I help you, sir?” asked the bartender.

	The fellow behind the bar was a fat, bearded man who represented one of only two male staff members present. The other was a hulking mountain of muscle clearly hired to intimidate any would-be troublemakers into proper behavior. The brute hadn’t let the stranger leave his sight since he arrived.

	“I believe you are holding a few bottles of wine for me,” said the new patron.

	He reached into the breast pocket of his vest to reveal a small leather folio and plucked from it an ancient slip of vellum. The bartender accepted it and looked it over. Careful writing covered the slip, and it concluded with a pair of signatures. The first named the employee who oversaw the storage, a man called Lemark Drasson. The second evidently listed the newcomer himself, Desmeres Lumineblade.

	“This… ah… this is rather old, Mister… Lumineblade, is it?” said the bartender.

	“Indeed. I’ll do you the kindness of not making you guess at my first name. It is pronounced Dez-mer-ess. Emphasis on the first syllable and do be sure to pronounce the final S. It is strangely often left silent.”

	“And you’re certain this is yours? It is quite old.”

	“Indeed. It has been a number of years since my last visit.”

	“But this is the signature of the previous owner. That means this slip is over twenty years old,” the bartender continued.

	“Indeed. It has been a number of years since my last visit,” he repeated, now somewhat less patiently. “Would you fetch two bottles for me, please?”

	The bartender looked from the slip to the newcomer and back again a few times, then gave the doorman a pointed glance before disappearing into the backroom behind the bar. When he emerged again, he cradled a pair of bottles in his arms. He walked with the sort of exaggerated care one might expect of a father carrying his newborns for the first time.

	“These are… sir, these are pre-war… I’m not even precisely certain how to read the date. They’re nearly two hundred years old.”

	“I imagine they would be,” he said. “They were quite old when I purchased them, and as I believe I’ve said, it has been a number of years since my last visit.”

	The bartender carefully set down the bottles. They were made from thick, dark glass. A layer of deep blue wax coated their ends and bore the proud seal of a vineyard that had ceased to exist more than a hundred years prior. A single glance at the bottle spoke of a craftsmanship lost from the Northern Alliance long ago, a casualty of the war and the toll it had taken on its people.

	“The storage fee is six and one-half silvers, sir. Will you require a room for the evening?” the bartender asked.

	“I shall. I believe a pair of glasses and some companionship would not be out of order as well,” he said, dropping a gold coin on the bar with his gloved hand. “Keep the remainder.”

	“Yes, sir. Of course, sir. If you’ll just step through to the antechamber, our host will see to it personally.”

	Desmeres skillfully picked up both of his priceless wine bottles with a single hand, and with the other hand took the fine crystal stemware offered by the bartender. Thus equipped, he followed the portly gentleman through a doorway in the rear of the room.

	On the other side of the thick curtain that separated the antechamber from the main floor of the bar and dining room, a positively opulent waiting room awaited him. A small velvet couch with more stuffing than the typical bed sat in the center of the room. Fine landscape and still life paintings hung on the wall in gilded frames, and to each side of the seat stood an end table set with silver trays. Desmeres had only just taken a seat and placed his wine and glasses on one of the trays when a sharply dressed older man stepped into the antechamber. He wore a neat and proper outfit, designed not to show off his wealth but rather to illustrate his professionalism, as one would expect from the chief steward at a luxurious manor.

	“Greetings, Mr. Lumineblade. My name is Master Klye. I am so pleased to have the opportunity to provide you with the very best hospitality that Clennock’s Den has to offer. I am given to understand that you were seeking company this evening. If you would be so kind as to share any particular tastes and preferences you might have, we shall do our very best to cater to your every whim.”

	“Tell me, Master Klye. Have you got any elven women in your employ?”

	“Ah, regrettably no. Not an uncommon request, but it has proved quite difficult to entice women of that particular race into this line of work. If your taste is for something exotic, with the recent reopening of the border we are pleased to have secured the services of no fewer than three women of Tresson origin. I’m told by our more frequent guests that the dark-skinned maidens from the south are refreshingly distinct from their northern counterparts.”

	“No, thank you. Do you have anyone worldly? Experienced?”

	“Experienced, sir?”

	“Yes. Someone intelligent, and more than that, someone wise.”

	“If you’ll pardon the observation, those are not qualities that are typically sought.”

	“I fancy myself somewhat atypical.”

	“Most of our guests are more interested in qualities associated with youth. Experience and wisdom are qualities that come with age, sir.”

	“Yes, I’m quite familiar with the means through which experience is traditionally attained. Will my request be a problem?”

	“No, sir. Not at all. But surely someone with your resources could easily afford the companionship of someone more fully in bloom.”

	“And surely someone in your line of work ought to have learned that your task is to satisfy my tastes, not critique them.”

	“Of course, sir. A thousand apologies. If you’ll just wait a moment, I’m certain we can find someone to suit your needs.”

	“Excellent,” Desmeres said, reclining into the chair.

	Klye stepped briskly through a doorway, and in very short order returned with an assortment of women, seven in total. They were all dressed similarly, just barely on the decent side of scandalous. What wasn’t snug enough to reveal their curves or short enough to reveal their skin was layered with lace and satin ruffles. Each outfit likely cost more silver than the people in neighboring towns would see in a year.

	Desmeres looked over the women. All of them were lovely, though judging from the amount of youth on display, Klye was hoping to entice Desmeres into paying for one of his most expensive courtesans. Of the two who were notably more mature, one had painted her face with enough makeup to attempt to make up for the fifteen years that separated her from the younger girls. The last woman had made no such effort.

	She was forty years of age, perhaps more. Of the group, she dressed the most practically, if not the most conservatively. Her shoes were simple, comfortable slippers rather than the more fashionable ones worn by the rest. She wore a full length skirt and petticoat, as well as a long-sleeved blouse. Each garment was finely crafted and enticing in its own way, but combined they made for an outfit that was far more suitable for the frequent icy breezes that swept across the room with each new visitor than the usual uniform. The years had left her face with a few more lines than the other women, but she’d not seen fit to hide them beneath caked-on makeup. Instead she’d made sparing use of rouge on her cheeks and lips, enhancing the natural beauty rather than attempting to invent it from whole cloth. Perhaps most telling of all, while the other women displayed expressions ranging from nervous to seductive, this final woman appeared impatient, as though she was being kept from more important tasks.

	“I believe this young lady will suit my purposes well enough,” he said, standing and taking the hand of the final woman.

	His selection produced a combination of confusion and disappointment in all of the women, as well as Master Klye, but it passed quickly.

	“Very well, sir. If you’ll just follow me, I shall show you and your companion for the evening to our finest room,” remarked the host.

	Desmeres’s chosen companion took the tray from the end table and obediently fell into step behind him as Klye took him through a curtain to a narrow staircase. It led to a moodily lit hallway lined with paintings on one side and doors on the other. Klye opened the third door, plucked the dim lantern from the wall beside it, and led the others inside. One by one, he lit the oil lamps within, revealing a room much in keeping with the rest of the establishment. A large, neatly kept four post bed dominated the floor. A small table with two chairs sat against the wall opposite, and a larger armchair had its back to the tightly shuttered and heavily draped windows. Beside the door a basin of water had been placed with a polished copper mirror above it, and through a door to one side of the bed was a private bath.

	“I hope you enjoy your evening. If there is anything you require to make your stay more pleasant, pull this sash,” Klye said, indicating a braided rope beside the door, “and someone will be along to help you. Fresh linens and fresh basin water is available upon request, as is heated water for the bath. Thank you again.”

	“Send someone up with my coat. Much as you and your staff seem the trustworthy types, I’d prefer to have it with me,” Desmeres said. “I’ll be sure to share any other needs or concerns as they arise.”

	“As you wish, sir,” Klye said.

	With a respectful bow, he slipped out the door. Desmeres took a seat beside the table. His companion set down the tray of wine before him.

	“Shall I pour you a glass, sir?” she asked.

	She spoke with a distinctive tone of voice, the sort of clipped efficiency that bespoke years of weary service and more than a dash of resentment.

	“That’s quite all right. Please, take a seat,” he said, indicating the chair opposite while he uncorked the bottle. “It needs a moment to breathe. When the time comes, I’ll do the pouring.”

	She sat demurely and folded her hands on her lap. Desmeres unlaced his boots and pulled them from his feet. He eased himself a bit lower in his chair and for a few moments seemed content to bask in the warmth and comfort of the posh room. Before long, the silence prompted a short, uncomfortable cough from his guest.

	Desmeres looked to her. “You didn’t seem overly pleased with the prospect of spending the evening with me, I notice.”

	“I assure you, I was just surprised at being picked. I thought my years of being a man’s first choice were behind me.” Again, her voice said more than her words. She sounded as though being passed over had been a welcome change, rather than a disappointment.

	“Before this night is through, I think you’ll find that I’m not one inclined toward dishonesty, and I do hope that you’ll adopt a similar policy. The last thing I wanted when I selected a woman for the evening was someone who would kowtow and stroke my ego.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me if I say I doubt that statement. Like I said, it’s been a while, but I do still remember that men who come to places like this do it specifically to have their ego stroked. Among other things.”

	“Perhaps another time, but not today. I had something different in mind for this evening.”

	“Oh?” she said, tension in her voice. Her eyes flicked to the knives on display across his chest and belt. Clearly ‘something different’ did not translate to ‘something better’ in her estimation. “What are you planning?”

	He leaned forward and wafted some of the wine’s bouquet to his nose, then began to carefully decant it. “It begins with you and I enjoying some wine.”

	Again her eyebrow rose. “This wine?” she asked, watching as he tipped a generous portion into her glass. “This is expensive stuff, isn’t it?”

	“It is, and more importantly it is wine of impeccable quality. Far too exquisite to be enjoyed alone. If you are at all a wine drinker, I strongly suggest you take this opportunity to sample it. You’re not likely to have another chance to enjoy this particular vintage.”

	She took the glass by the stem and imitated as he sniffed at the delicate bouquet. Not until he had taken a sip of his glass did she do the same for hers.

	“There… that is how wine was meant to taste.”

	“It is good stuff…” she said earnestly. “So what happens now?”

	“Now? Now I will drink enough of this wine to loosen my lips and muddle my thinking. Then I will blather endlessly about myself and my problems, and you will interject with observations and commentary when appropriate.”

	“That’s it? You’re going to get drunk and talk?” she said.

	“Indeed.”

	“And you want me to chime in now and again?”

	“If you’ve got something useful to add.”

	“When should I start doing that?”

	“Whenever the notion strikes.”

	“In that case, if it’s loose lips, muddled thinking, and blather you’re after, you could do it a lot cheaper with a bottle of applejack or whiskey. Or a few tankards of ale. Pretty much with anything but what you’ve got there. Drunk is drunk, after all.”

	“Hah! You see? It is precisely that sort of insight and pragmatism that I was after when I selected you this evening. You make an excellent point, but I am of the opinion that if one wishes to reach someplace, even if it is a state of inebriation, then one owes it to oneself to do so in as worthwhile a manner as one can manage.”

	“What’s it matter how you get someplace, so long as you get there?”

	“The journey is spectacularly important. The journey is how you spend your life. The destination is practically inconsequential compared to the journey. The destination determines where a man arrives. The journey determines what sort of man arrives. It shapes you, alters you.”

	“I still say drunk is drunk,” she said. She took another sip. “But this wine does go down lot smoother than applejack.”

	“Agreed.”

	“So you mean to tell me that we’re not going to be using that bed at all?”

	“At some point I’ll sleep, and since you presumably don’t get a full night’s pay unless you spend the night, I imagine you’ll want to sleep there as well. But I don’t anticipate anything recreational.” He sipped. “Not to offend you. It just wasn’t the purpose for this visit.”

	“An easy night’s pay is nothing to apologize for. So long as you’re as honest as you say.”

	“Honest to a fault,” he said with a nod.

	“Care for any suggestions for how to spend the time while you’re waiting for the wine to do its work?”

	“Certainly.”

	“The best thing on the menu is the shepherd’s pie. I wouldn’t say no to one, and you shouldn’t either.”

	“Well then, by all means, let us have a meal.”

	#

	Desmeres refilled his glass, taking care to leave the sediment in the bottle. Though his guest for the evening was not shy about sharing the wine, she’d finished only two glasses. The rest had been his. Now his thoughts were beginning to swim in a pleasant haze.

	“You know something? I’m quite impressed that you’ve only glanced at my weapons and not made mention of them,” he said.

	“They are a subject I’d just as soon have avoided,” she said, pushing her emptied supper dish aside and wiping her mouth.

	“Well, they are a subject that until recently has almost exclusively occupied my thoughts, so I’m afraid you’ll have to indulge me,” he said.

	He leaned aside and pulled a weapon from his belt. Apart from the gold inlay and the mirror polish to the blade, it didn’t appear to be anything more than a simple dagger. The grip was small enough to fit comfortably in his palm and the blade was barely as long as his middle finger. Nevertheless, the woman leaned back in her chair and tensed at its appearance. As decent as he’d been thus far, she was not about to let her guard down with a drunk and armed man across the table from her.

	“Watch,” he said.

	Desmeres placed the edge of the blade against the neck of the wine bottle, just below the lip. With a swift, sudden motion of his wrist the blade flicked through the thick glass as though it wasn’t there, shearing the mouth of the bottle away with an icy tinkle. The ring of glass fell away and left a perfectly smooth cut behind.

	“That’s…” She swallowed hard. “Remarkable.”

	“It is. More so than you might realize. It took me sixteen years of study and trial to craft my first blade that could cut glass so easily. And another dozen years to hone my techniques until I could do it again and again without dulling.” Twice more he swept his blade through the neck of the bottle, slicing away two gradually larger rings. “How old do you suppose I am?”

	“Tough to say. To look at your face I wouldn’t guess much more than thirty. But you’ve got a dash of elf in your features…”

	“And a great deal of it in my blood.”

	“So you could be any age at all.”

	“I’m over a hundred years old. From my earliest years, my every thought has been devoted to honing this craft,” he said, twisting the blade in the light. “My goal was perfection, and I honestly believed it was task enough to fill my years, however many there might be. I suppose it was the first of a great many mistakes I’ve made…”

	“Oh? You mean to say you regret devoting your life to making weapons?”

	“No, my dear. I regret thinking I would never perfect them.”

	She tipped her head forward and aside, looking at him askance. “You actually believe you’ve perfected making weapons?”

	“My weapons ended the longest war in history. I’ve made weapons that have killed demons. The gods themselves have held my creations.”

	“I think you’ve had a bit too much of that wine. Ignoring the other silly claims, you mean to tell me that your weapons had something to do with ending the Perpetual War?”

	“I don’t need you to believe me. I know the truth. Maybe I haven’t done all there is to do. My armor has never been as good as my weapons. And I’ve still got the puzzle of how to arm a dragon or a shapeshifter… But the greatest challenges are behind me.”

	“Is that all?” she asked. “Is that what’s got you out of sorts enough to drink yourself under the table and buy yourself a shoulder to cry on?”

	“If you knew me, you’d know that losing my zeal for weapon-craft is quite a bit,” he said, sheathing the blade. “But no. Trying as it is to see my purpose fulfilled… Now that I say the words… I don’t think that’s what’s wrong with me. Not the whole of it.”

	“Well, good. Because if I have to listen to a rich man mope about achieving all of his goals for the rest of the night, I’m not liable to have the patience for it.”

	“I can appreciate that,” he said, pulling a second blade from its sheath.

	This new blade was shorter and narrower than the first. It was more of a tool for carving than for killing. He picked up the severed lip of the bottle and admired it for a moment. Without a word of explanation he began idly rotating the cut edge of the lip against the blade, peeling away the wax that remained and effortlessly scraping away glass.

	“So what real problems do you have?” she asked, eyes firmly focused on the weapon and the apparent ease with which it performed a task that would blunt a normal knife in moments.

	“I’m not certain… I have a weight on my chest. My mind is thick as mud. I can’t think most days. I felt certain it was that my purpose was gone… With no focus to my life, I’d begun to lose my edge.”

	“What sort of thoughts are troubling you?”

	“Memories mostly. Doubts. Mistakes. Things that shouldn’t have been done…”

	“Sounds to me like you feel guilty.”

	“Mmm,” he murmured, returning to the shaping of the ring as though he was whittling a piece of pine.

	“No need to be coy about it. We’re paid to be discreet.”

	“I know. It’s the reason I chose a place like this and a person like you.”

	“So perhaps if you confess, it will lighten your load.”

	“One night won’t be time enough for that.”

	The tension in the woman’s face and posture increased. Desmeres sensed it more than saw it. He smiled.

	“Relax. There’s very little blood on these hands. I’ve made weapons, and my weapons have committed some heinous deeds, but I’ve not been the one holding them at the time… Except…”

	“Yes?”

	He glanced at her. “The details would make matters needlessly complicated. Suffice to say, I had a rather lengthy business relationship that ended badly. We’d been quite well-suited to one another’s needs. He was nearly unmatched when it came to putting my creations to proper use, and I was able to show my face and raise my voice in places where he could not. When he chose to turn himself from the task that had served us both so well, I had little recourse but to seek out one of the only alternatives. This alternative was, by coincidence, in direct conflict with my former partner.”

	“So you betrayed him?”

	“It wasn’t an act of spite or malice, but I suppose it could rightly be called a betrayal. There are certainly many who feel that way.” He stopped carving long enough to take a sip of wine.

	“Did anything unfortunate result?”

	“A number of things. My former associate was captured, as were the allies he’d been working with. The mother of my child lost her life…”

	She raised her eyebrows, as much at the nonchalance with which he’d delivered the line as at the line itself. “You lost your wife?”

	“Not my wife, the mother of my child. We’d never had anything as formal as a ceremony, but I believe we both knew that there was no one else for us. She must have known, as she named our son for my grandfather. The boy has my family name, not hers. … I suppose it could have been out of shame and a desire to distance herself from him. I choose to believe it was out of reverence for tradition. She always was very traditional. Elves tend toward tradition. Long lives and all that. Most of us were alive when a given tradition was created…”

	“Still. Losing a loved one is a fine reason for a malaise. Plenty of men come to Clennock’s looking for comfort after their wives pass on. Or when their wives lose interest. Or when they lose interest in their wives. You’ve got a better reason than most.” His blade squealed against the glass in his fingers, drawing her attention to the weapon. An unasked question seemed to hang in the air.

	Desmeres grinned. “Curious how directly involved I was with the loss of my woman, are you?”

	“We are paid not to be curious, and situations like this are precisely why.”

	“Well, rest assured, I didn’t take her life. If I had, I don’t think there would be any mystery about my sorry state of mind. She was killed by poorly placed loyalties and poorly timed epiphanies.”

	“I see. Then perhaps you feel badly about your associate being captured.”

	“He escaped shortly after. There was a bit of torture, but it was nothing he hasn’t had to endure in the past.”

	“And that doesn’t concern you? That a friend you betrayed was tortured and has since escaped? Aren’t you worried he could be looking for you, seeking revenge?”

	“Why should I be?”

	“Well…”

	The woman was notably silent for a moment, a look of concern flickering across her features once more.

	Desmeres glanced at her, grinning slightly. “Putting some pieces together, are you? About what sort of a business my associate—and therefore I—might have been in?”

	“Putting the pieces together is another thing we’re paid not to do.”

	“Yours is a more complex trade than I’d realized.”

	“You don’t know the half of it. But it seems you’re paying a tidy sum to discuss you, not me.”

	“Bah, speak!” he said, waving his hand irritably. “I paid for you because I was interested in insight.”

	She paused, but finally decided to indulge him. “You made weapons for this associate of yours, and said he was suited to them. I would imagine that means he was either a soldier, an assassin, or a mercenary. And you say you could show your face in places he couldn’t. That says to me he was a criminal, and that means assassin. And if someone as… mindful of his own skills as yourself found him to be suitable, he must have been a very good one.”

	“Your reasoning is certainly sound, to a point.”

	“So, imagining that I’m right, explain to me why you shouldn’t be afraid of reprisal.” She took a shaky breath. “To be perfectly frank, I’m a bit worried about sharing a room with you, if such a man is likely to be after you.”

	“Ah, and there, your reasoning falls apart.”

	“Oh?”

	“There may be reason for me to fear, but none whatsoever for you.”

	“Forgive me if I’m not convinced.”

	“Allow me to explain. By your very sound logic, you suppose I worked with an assassin who, at this moment, is out to kill me. Now let us imagine as you’ve suggested that this is a very skillful assassin. As with most professions, great skill translates to great cost. As a peerless weapon crafter and alleged betrayer, the chances are high that I’m worthy of that class of ‘service,’ so to speak.

	“While I’m certain that you are exceptional at your profession, I very much doubt you’ve reached the level of fame or infamy necessary to draw the attention of such a man.”

	“That’s not to say he wouldn’t kill me along with you.”

	“Ah, but that is sloppy. One does not kill more than one has been paid to kill. And we’ve presupposed this man is skilled.”

	She cast her eyes aside, considering his words.

	“That stands to reason, I suppose. But reason alone won’t keep a knife out of my back. And certainly won’t keep it out of yours. Even if I’m safe as a babe in her mother’s arms, I’m not keen on waking beside a dead man.”

	“Fair enough, but even so, I don’t think his vengeance is likely. He’s dead now. Another victim of dedication to a practically unachievable end.”

	“If he’s dead, then I’d think that revenge would be impossible.”

	“You don’t know him. With all of the souls he has delivered to their grave, the Grim Reaper might have given him a pass out of professional courtesy.”

	Another look of concern flicked across her features.

	“Perhaps we’ve strayed too much from the topic at hand,” Desmeres suggested.

	“Yes, quite… Perhaps it is the betrayal that troubles you. Perhaps you should make amends.”

	“I thought I’d done so. I violated my own policy of arming only those worthy of my weapons in order to put my arsenal into the hands of the group he’d chosen to ally himself with. Their subsequent victory was largely my doing. I’d thought that would be enough, though in the eyes of many it seems I am still a turncoat and a scoundrel.”

	“Depending on the nature of the betrayal, I hardly feel that the gift of a few weapons, even weapons as remarkable as yours seem to be, could make up for it.”

	“It wasn’t a gift.”

	“You mean you made them pay?”

	“No. I’ve simply been taking them back now that the fighting is through. I’m nearly finished with that particular task. It has been a pleasant distraction, but it has earned me a few enemies…”

	#

	Three weeks earlier…

	In the Castle Verril, one of the most northerly parts of the Northern Alliance, Queen Caya marched the halls. She was a young queen in many ways. At thirty-four years of age, she’d taken the throne far earlier than her predecessor, the deposed King Erdrick III. She was also quite fresh to her reign, having only taken power in the weeks following the conclusion of the so-called Perpetual War. After more than one hundred-fifty years of hostilities, one of the conditions of the current armistice was that the rulers responsible for the last few decades of war be ousted and replaced by individuals more amenable to peace. As Caya had been pivotal in freeing the capital city from the iron fist of the corrupt generals who had held it since the earliest years of the war, she was quickly swept into power.

	Since her coronation, the sheer scope of the task ahead of her had become quite clear. For as long as most of her subjects could remember, the whole of her kingdom had been driven by the single-minded desire to overcome the enemy. Now she had to find a way to keep her people united and to attempt to heal the rift between the Alliance and Tressor, its former enemy to the south. Ages of battle had weakened her people and weakened her land, and in overcoming the threats that were eating away at her homeland from within, she’d all but crippled her own military. If the war were to reignite, there was little doubt that the Northern Alliance would be crushed by the comparatively healthy military of Tressor.

	It was a heavy burden for even an experienced leader, but despite the fact she’d until now only been tasked with leading a small rebel force, she faced the trials ahead with iron resolve and defiant confidence.

	“Tus! Tus, you get out here!” the queen called, strutting out into a vaulted and ornate hallway still under repair after the assault on Castle Verril.

	Among the many lessons she’d yet to learn was what her chief steward called “regal decorum.” This covered such things as wardrobe and conduct. The fine gowns expected of the queen were unquestionably beautiful, but they weighed her down terribly. Caya had long been active, always certain to keep herself fighting fit in the event she would be called to duty. As such, she’d swiftly commissioned the royal seamstress to prepare something suitably royal, but that didn’t require a team of handmaidens to dress her. The result was an assortment of silken masterpieces in the three shades of Alliance Blue. Each were extravagant by her own standards and positively austere by courtly standard, but they were simple enough that the young queen no longer felt stifled by them.

	She’d also been slow to warm to the concept of deploying a herald to announce her presence or a messenger to deliver her orders. Frequently she chose to bellow out her commands until she could find her way to the individual they were intended for, and had made a terrible habit of entering rooms and buildings completely unannounced. It complicated matters for the palace staff, but they were slowly learning to adjust.

	“Coming, Your Majesty,” replied a thundering voice.

	The head of her honor guard, and thus her personal bodyguard, thundered out of a side hall and fell into step beside her. He was a mountain of a man, thick of build and tall of stature. Unlike the queen, he had quickly embraced the uniform of his position, mostly because it was composed chiefly of fine leather and steel. The armor, save for the extreme quality, wasn’t so different from the equipment he’d worn in his prior role as her second-in-command in the rebellious Undermine.

	“Has my father sent the cider or the wine yet?” she asked.

	“No,” he replied.

	“That’s two days late. I knew we should have kept a larger stock. If I’m going to be meeting with barons from up and down the coasts, I want to make sure we fill their goblets with something that’ll put hair on their chests.”

	She glanced to him, eying up a small, simple ax hanging from the man’s belt.

	“Is that another new ax?” she asked.

	He nodded.

	“What happened to your good one?” she asked.

	“Missing.”

	“Missing,” she hissed. “For how long?”

	“A while. A few weeks.”

	“So since not long after the coronation?”

	He nodded.

	“And we are talking about the one from the battle of Verril.”

	Again he nodded.

	“Well… that’s just about all of them, isn’t it?” she fumed. “My sword is the only weapon left from that scoundrel’s ‘donation.’ The man said he’d take them back, but I didn’t think he could manage it. This is the palace, for heaven’s sake. How am I supposed to protect my people if I can’t even keep my armory intact? And where does he get off stealing from the crown?”

	“They were his,” Tus remarked, accepting this as he accepted most things: with a dull stoicism.

	“I know they were his, but they were in the possession of the queen. Stealing them, even stealing them back, is treason unless I say otherwise.”

	“You want him dead?” Tus asked. He tended to be swift to the simple and permanent solutions.

	“No, I don’t want him dead, but I think it is about time he learned he can’t do as he pleases without regard for the throne. How am I going to keep the respect of my people if they find out that I’ve let someone steal from me unanswered? And how am I going to hold this alliance together without the respect of my people? He needs to be held accountable.” She lowered her voice. “And, for that matter, someone with his skill should be in the direct employ of the crown.”

	Her hand absentmindedly dropped to her side, where she’d worn her satchel in her rebellion days.

	“Blast it. Give me my flask,” she muttered, holding a hand out.

	Tus passed her a small pewter tin with a corked top. She plucked the cork and took a swig.

	“What do you want to do?” Tus asked, taking the flask back when she was through.

	“I’d say get the Elite after him, but the Elite are in a shambles. Still… They’d been after the Red Shadow for ages, and I’d much rather have them active and in the field than letting them sit idle, or worse. The longer the Elite rests without a task, the more apt people are to suggest they be deployed against the Tressons again. I’ll tell you what. Round up some of the other honor guard. The ones who fought good and hard back in the Undermine. Heaven knows as far north as I am I don’t need the whole castle guard and the whole honor guard looking after my well-being. Assign them to the Elite and get the Elite after Desmeres. We want him apprehended, not executed.”

	“They need a new leader,” Tus said.

	“Ah, yes, I suppose they would… Blast it, I can’t very well just appoint one of my honor guard to lead the Elite. It is supposed to be a war veteran.”

	“Promote one.”

	“No, no. I’ve met them. They’re good soldiers. Fine soldiers. The best. Well-deserving of their place of honor. But a good soldier doesn’t always mean a good leader, and besides, I don’t want to give up an able hand so that he or she can stay behind and deliver the orders. We need someone they’ll respect and follow, but who won’t be missed on the field. Who was the captain that we met at the coronation? The one with the bad leg?”

	“Captains are captains,” he said with a shrug.

	“Captain Anrack! That was his name. As I recall, the fellow has been chomping at the bit to get back into action in some way or another.”

	“Wants a fight. Misses the war.” Tus said.

	“You teach a dog to hunt and then keep him on a rope and he’s bound to pull. We’ll put him to good use. Just keep me apprised of his actions. If he can’t handle things, I want to know immediately. Go. Prep the Elite and send the scribe to draft a proclamation.”

	Tus nodded and quickened his pace.

	“Ho there,” she called to him. “Leave the flask…”

	#

	Several hours and most of the second bottle of wine later, Desmeres was still scratching at the bit of glass. His guest for the evening had consumed enough to loosen her tongue as well. The result was a far more candid and pointed conversation. It had woven through a number of topics, but she seemed fixated on one in particular, and kept circling back to it.

	“You honestly mean to tell me that you’ve been stealing from the Alliance Army?” she said.

	“Not stealing. I’m merely recovering items which I had loaned to them. They were quite aware of the terms of the loan. They shouldn’t have been surprised.”

	“But they’re after you now. You’re being hunted by the Alliance Army.”

	“Such is my understanding. Normally it wouldn’t be an issue. I’m quite accustomed to slipping through their fingers. It was—to a degree—part of my professional role until recently. But as we’ve established, I’ve been rather out of sorts. It’s been difficult to work up the… oh, what’s the word I’m looking for… the motivation to wipe away the trail.”

	“Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe that’s your heart telling you it’s time to pay for what you’ve done,” she said. Her words had begun to become a bit sloppy.

	“I’d like to think my heart has a greater sense of self-preservation than that…”

	She took a long sip from her glass. “Listening to you, I don’t hear a man who’s interested in self-preservation. What’ve we learned? You worked with a man who was a killer, and you double-crossed him. Then you loaned some top-quality weapons to the Alliance only to steal them back. That’s not self-preservation. That’s a death wish. And if you ask me, and you are asking me, then I say it’s because you feel bad about what happened to your woman. You blame yourself for it.”

	“But it was her fault, not mine,” he countered.

	“You don’t like my ideas, come up with better ones.”

	He grinned and blew some dust from the ring of glass before going back to his etching. “You seem a little agitated.”

	“A man hires me for the night. He’s loaded down with knives and he won’t stop toying with them. He admits to working with what I can only assume is a mercenary or an assassin, and then he comes clean about being a fugitive! It’s not the sort of guest that’s liable to set me at ease! And if you’re an enemy of the throne, I hope you realize that any promises of secrecy just went out the window. We keep secrets from jealous wives. We don’t protect traitors.”

	“I’d suspected as much.”

	“And if that’s giving you any ideas about how you might silence me with those knives of yours, remember that you’re a hell of a lot drunker than I am. I’ll be out the door before you can do anything.”

	“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

	“I’ll be keeping my eye on you just the same.” She sipped again. “Now, as I was saying, one way or another this is about your woman. The heart does crazy things when it’s lonesome. Maybe that’s your problem. Maybe you need someone to spend your days with, as opposed to just your nights.”

	“In a place like this, that’s a rather expensive proposition.”

	“You know what I mean. You lost someone you clearly cared about. From the way you talk, she might have been the only person aside from yourself you respected.”

	“That’s entirely untrue. There are at least a half-dozen people I respect.” He tipped his head. “Well… fewer now, I suppose.”

	“Regardless. You lost her and then you plunged yourself headlong into all of this madness. There’s a piece of you missing. You’re either going to have to replace it or throw away the rest. And it is pretty clear what you’ve been working toward.”

	“Mmm…” He twisted the knife before his eyes. “There may be the kernel of truth to that… I’d put little thought into such things, spending my days with someone, but when I did it was always with the assumption that Trigorah and I would find our way to one another again. Still, even if losing her is the source of my malaise, it doesn’t do me much good to know it, does it? A soul mate isn’t something that one simply trots out and finds a replacement for. Either the wound heals or a new love kindles, correct?”

	“Such is the way of things.”

	“Then I’m left with the same issue I started with. How to muddle through the days until then? How do I fill my time in a worthwhile way?”

	“Well, contrary to what you seem to think, based on how you’ve been filling your time until now, I’d say you ought to consider spending some time making amends.”

	“I really don’t think you understand.”

	“And I don’t think you understand. You must feel the need to make amends for something, or I doubt you’d be here seeking forgiveness from a stranger.”

	“I’m not seeking forgiveness, I’m seeking counsel. My worst crime was aligning myself against a group I knew to be working on the side of good, but even that sin should have been wiped clean. I offered my own weapons—weapons I swore to myself I would never allow to be used by any but the very best warriors—to a horde of untrained, talentless ruffians in order to liberate Verril and end the war once and for all. I violated my most sacred personal principles in order to be certain that those I had wronged had the equipment to face their final challenge. Surely that was an adequate redemption.”

	“Obviously not.”

	“Obviously…” he muttered.

	“Look, you picked me because you thought I might have some wisdom to share with you, right?”

	“Indeed.”

	“Listening to you, it seems to me you’ve got two problems. With your hobby more or less complete, you’ve got nothing to do, and your conscience is twisting and turning over whatever it is you used to do. My advice to you is to make a right out of those two wrongs. From here on, you set yourself to doing right. Fix the things you broke. Help the people you hurt.”

	Desmeres rolled his eyes. “A quest for redemption? Life is not a storybook. The solutions aren’t so simple.”

	“If you want something deep and profound, a brothel was the wrong place to search for it.”

	“A fair observation… Let us consider that solution for a moment. What evils have I done that can be undone? I facilitated the murder of hundreds of men and women, but my role was little more than setting the price and providing the equipment. In each case, the one seeking the assassination had the money or the influence to finance the transaction. Had it not been my associate to do the deed, it would have been some lesser agent. And my betrayal may have slowed the wheels of justice, but it did not halt them. The forces of good vanquished the forces of evil in spite of, or perhaps even because of my treachery. I can think of no simple stain that remains to be blotted up.”

	“Then maybe it isn’t something you’ve done. Maybe it’s something you haven’t done. Maybe your spirit aches because others have done so much and you’ve done so little, or because something someone else started will now never be finished.”

	Desmeres sat silently for a time, turning the bit of glass in his fingers and scratching at it with his impossibly sharp blade. Despite being scraped across the dense crystal of the wine bottle for all of this time, there was no evidence that it had in any way dulled. His guest peered at the circle of dark blue, trying to make what exactly he was working at, but his fingers and blade moved too swiftly. Even the abundance of drink had not lessened their skill and precision.

	After a minute or two he let the glass slip into his palm and sheathed the blade again. He poured out two generous glasses of wine. The woman took hers and he took his own, swirling it and gazing introspectively into the rich, dark ripples.

	“Something left undone…” he mused aloud. “It seems what we’ve come to dwell on is the concept of debt. What is owed, how best to repay it… It may seem odd to you, but debt is a rather recent concept for me.”

	“Really…” she said, doubtfully.

	“Indeed. Where I was raised, we didn’t have any use for money. What we needed was provided for us, and what we wanted we made ourselves, or sought out someone who could make it. It was simply assumed that if someone asked, you would oblige.”

	“Sounds like quite a place.”

	“It is nothing short of idyllic, but all things considered, it can be a bit stifling. Once I came here, I found myself suddenly in the need of gold and silver, but I had skills enough to earn it in abundance.”

	“Must be nice. Around here, you’re born with debt, and if you’re lucky, you die with it.”

	“Why might that be lucky?”

	“It means the person holding your debt won’t be getting his money.”

	“I would have thought the debt would simply pass on to your offspring. That’s how…”

	His voice trailed off and his eyes drifted vaguely to the wall. Slowly he lowered the glass.

	“Something strike a chord?”

	“I had a thought… Perhaps not a solution to my problem, but a worthy distraction at least.”

	“Seems like that’s all you were really after.”

	“Indeed.” He raised his glass. “I thank you for your help, your company, and your wisdom.”

	She raised hers. “And I thank you for the meal, the wine, and the night off my feet and my back.”

	They each drank to their unusual toast.

	“Well, with that you’ve fulfilled your obligation to me. I believe I shall finish this glass and call it a night. If you wish, you may join me. And in any case…” He flipped the loop of glass from his palm to his fingers. “… for you.”

	She took it from him and turned it in the light of the nearest lamp. What once had been the lip of a very expensive bottle of wine now was a truly exquisite glass ring. He’d managed to smooth and shape it into something that wouldn’t have been out of place in a jeweler’s window, except for the fact that no jeweler outside of the wealthiest cities could ever hope to find a buyer for such a piece. Near the edges the sweeping curve was thin enough to let the light dance through, and across the rim there were simple but fascinating designs and shapes. The angular and oddly familiar pattern of the ring caught the light of the lamps gloriously.

	“You make weapons and jewelry?”

	He jingled the chains on his neck. “I dabble. I’d remove these to show you, but that would defeat their purpose. And the removal of some of them would be… exciting. At any rate, past a certain point, crafting with this material or that is all the same. Metal is metal. Crystal is crystal.”

	“But… I thought one worked crystal with files and chisels and wheels.”

	“Typically one does, but typically one doesn’t have one of my blades at their disposal. It could stand a polish. Perhaps a few moments in a strong flame.”

	“But it’s gorgeous… Where have I seen this design before?”

	“Presumably the same place I did, but at present I cannot seem to recall.”

	His guest watched him for a moment, for the first time distrust and tension easing from her expression. It was replaced with a measuring look. Behind her eyes, calculations were running, and from the look of her, his value had suddenly and sharply risen. She sipped her wine.

	“You know… you haven’t asked my name,” she said.

	“It didn’t seem necessary for such a brief association.”

	She slipped on the ring and admired it against her pale flesh. “My name is Genara. And this needn’t be a brief association. Many of our clients request the same girl upon each visit. And it isn’t unheard of that a man might take a—”

	“Genara, I appreciate that you see in me something you’d like to lay a claim to, but I’m afraid it isn’t to be,” he said.

	She shrugged. “So be it,” she said, not terribly surprised. She sipped again and held her hand out to gaze at the gift. “But if you ever need a bit more insight, remember where you found it.”

	“That I certainly will.”

	#

	Some hours later, Desmeres fought his eyes open. The room was mercifully dark. A few bottles of fine wine may have formed a luxurious road to inebriation, but an expensive aftermath is an aftermath nonetheless. His head pounded, the room pitched slowly side to side, and his mouth was wretchedly dry. As he unwillingly allowed the reality of morning to seep into his ailing mind, he became aware of a soft, warm breath on the back of his neck and a delicate arm draped across his chest.

	As gently as he could manage in his impaired state, he shifted the blankets aside and removed himself from the embrace of his hired companionship. Sitting up was a challenge that hardly seemed worth attempting, but he did so regardless. Behind him, he heard half-coherent complaints about the cold before she wrapped herself once more in the blankets.

	It took a few long and uncomfortable moments, but he finally managed to dredge the woman’s name from the blurred memories of the night before.

	“Genara?” he uttered, the sound of his own voice conjuring a few throbbing pulses in his temples.

	“Mmm?” she murmured, still teetering on the brink of sleep.

	“I seem to still be in my underclothes. May I ask, how fully did you earn your fee last night?”

	“We didn’t do anything expensive, if that’s what you mean. I simply convinced you that a bed for two is warmer than a bed for one,” she said muzzily. “Though I say now as I said then, it seems a shame for you not to get your money’s worth.”

	He rubbed his head.

	“Fine wine goes down easier, but leaves footprints that are just as deep, eh?” she said with a lazy grin.

	“Artfully phrased, madam. Still, if you are going to do something wrong, you may as well do it right.”

	Desmeres stumbled his way through the darkness to the basin of cool water. After a moment to prepare himself, he splashed it across his face. The brisk sensation brought him sharply to his senses, though being fully aware of the depths of his suffering scarcely seemed to be an improvement.

	“Remind me, madam. I did come to a conclusion about the best course of action for the days ahead, did I not?”

	“You did, though you did not share it.”

	“It may have been a miscalculation to finish the second bottle of wine then.”

	“I’m sure a few more drinks and another night will see us clear to the answer again.”

	“Though I must admire your opportunistic spirit, I believe a moment’s thought is all it will take.”

	Beside the basin was a pitcher of water to refill it. He poured some into his wine glass and nursed it as he thought aloud.

	“You’d spoken of my need to make amends, that there was a debt to be paid. I’d ruminated a bit on the subject of debts unpaid… Ah. That’s it. The books.”

	“The books?”

	“My former associate had a task of his own that he’d worked tirelessly toward. It was really a rather charitable end, but he did not allow the beneficiaries of his generosity to escape without a promise of repayment. The details of those debts are recorded. He kept countless books filled with countless names, each a person with a profound debt hanging over his or her head.”

	“You speak quite eloquently for a man who’s just slept off more than a bottle of wine.”

	He nodded his head in deference. “One learns to speak with care where I come from.”

	“What sort of debt are we talking about?”

	“That would depend on our needs and whims at the time. It was a simple favor, but a favor which must not be refused regardless of what it would eventually be, and one that would pass from father to son and mother to daughter for as long as it would take to be repaid. You say I need to give back to the world in exchange for the wrongs that I’ve committed. I’d say freeing these people of their lingering obligation to a mysterious figure of their past is a noble end, don’t you?”

	“That depends. How do you intend to relieve them of their debt?”

	“It remains to be seen.”

	“If you’re cashing in on the debts of a dead business partner, I’d consider that more an act of greed than redemption.”

	“Mmm,” he muttered with a nod, taking another restorative sip of water. “As a lady of the night, yours might not be the final word on moral virtue.”

	“Knowing right and doing right are two different things.”

	“A fair point well stated. However, as I’m more interested in the distraction than the redemption, I think I’ll do so regardless.”

	Desmeres found his way to his clothes and carefully pulled them on while Genara watched from the warmth of the bed. When he was dressed, he permitted himself a moment seated on the edge of the bed to let the pounding in his head subside. Behind him, he could hear the soft swish of fabric against fabric for a time. Then her hand touched him on his arm as she slid to his side, fully dressed.

	“You’re a hundred years old and you still haven’t learned your limit when it comes to wine.”

	“The purpose of this little exercise was to pass my limit, madam.”

	She smirked. “You gave me the ring, I may as well give you a gift as well. Will you wait here for a moment?”

	“I think I can be persuaded to remain in the darkness for a bit longer.”

	She slipped from the room, shutting the door with the exaggerated care of someone who was no stranger to dealing with a victim of overindulgence. When she returned not long after, she carried a tray. She set it down on the table.

	“There. The cure for your ills,” she stated confidently.

	He looked over the contents of the tray. “Poached eggs, toast with honey, and…” He leaned forward to sniff the contents of the smaller of two glasses. “Pickle brine?”

	“You can turn your nose up at it if you like, but if you eat and drink this, within the hour you’ll feel worlds better.”

	“And if I’m sick between then and now?”

	“Anything that comes up is something that you were better off without.”

	He looked at her doubtfully.

	“Again, sir. You came to me seeking wisdom. I’ve met men who would kill for this secret. And, may I suggest, begin with the brine. It is the most unpleasant part of the cure, and it would be a shame to waste the rest.”

	Desmeres took a breath and eyed the tray before him again. The thought that she might be playing a trick on him, or worse, flitted across his addled mind. At the moment the suggestion that something might speed his recovery was enough to push aside most other concerns. He decided to take the risk. Desmeres braced himself and gulped down the salty, sour liquid and twisted his face aside in disgust. It took every ounce of willpower he had to keep the previous night’s meal from rising.

	“I’m not convinced that was an improvement,” he said breathlessly when the moment passed.

	“Oh, hush. The worst is over,” she said, pouring him a glass of water. “Now eat up.”

	He guzzled the glass of water and a refill, then retreated to the honeyed bread to wash the lingering flavor from his mouth. Like everything else in this place, it was clear that every attempt at luxury had been made. Honey was worth nearly its weight in gold in many parts of the Northern Alliance, and fresh bread so early in the morning meant that the brothel actually kept a full-time baker on its staff. One had to admire the commitment to quality.

	Desmeres was nearly finished with his eggs when a distant tinkling sound caught his attention. Genara fixated on the sound, twisting her head toward the door to better hear it.

	“That’ll be… Alliance officers,” Genara said.

	Desmeres stopped eating and raised his eyes. “You’re certain?”

	“As a special service to our patrons, we try to ensure that our staff is made aware of the arrival of anyone who might frown upon their presence here.” Outside the door, the thumping of panicked footsteps rushed by. “There. That’ll be a foot soldier celebrating the end of the war, or maybe a lesser officer drowning his sorrows at no longer having a regiment to command. They can slip away without their superiors ever being any the wiser about their visit.”

	He swallowed. “A very clever and very thoughtful policy.”

	“Any chance these are the ones hunting for you?”

	“I’d be very surprised if they weren’t. As I said, I’ve not been as dedicated to stealth lately as I might be. A part of me, I think, might have been looking forward to the eventual clash. If only to break the monotony.”

	“How’s that part feeling now?”

	“It is of the considered opinion that one should not face some of the world’s finest soldiers while suffering the wrath of a night of drinking.”

	“We can slip you out the back.”

	“I thought you wouldn’t help hide the crimes of a traitor.”

	“I’ve decided you’re more of an idiot than a traitor.”

	“Lovely. Unfortunately, puerile ruses probably won’t be sufficient to slip this noose from my neck. If this visit is for me, they will have someone covering all exits.”

	“Simple enough to check. We have a view of the rear exit from this room,” she said.

	Genara stood and made her way to the window, pulling aside the drapes and easing open the shutters a crack. The sharp lance of stark white light stabbed into Desmeres’s brain like a spear, causing him to wince and look away.

	“Good heavens. There is someone there. He’s sternly talking to the young fellow we just heard run by. And that’s… That’s Elite armor.” She turned to him, carefully closing the shutter. “You didn’t tell me it was Elites who were after you!”

	“In my inebriated state, it didn’t strike me as a relevant detail,” he said, hastily shoveling the last of the eggs into his mouth.

	“Didn’t strike you as… They’re the Elite! These are the people who were hunting the Red Shadow… Oh, heavens… You weren’t working with the Red Shadow, were you?”

	“Again, I fail to see how that is relevant.” He was pulling on his coat now.

	“The Red Shadow is the most fearsome assassin to have ever lived! Gods above, you told me you betrayed him! I shared a bed with someone who betrayed the Red Shadow!”

	She was still rubbing her throat, astonished to be alive, when Desmeres finished straightening his coat.

	“Relax. He’s dead, remember?”

	“That claim has been made before.”

	“Tell me, your superiors wouldn’t tell them what room I’m staying in, would they?”

	“They don’t know you’re a traitor yet, so no, not immediately. Not even for the Elite. We wouldn’t be able to stay in business if people were frightened about being revealed. But the Elite have the authority to search room by room regardless, and the moment they utter the word traitor you are as good as turned over.”

	“Naturally.” He glanced up. “Normally I would take to the roof or the window to slip away, but an icy rooftop and an addled mind are a recipe for a nasty fall. Given the choice between the two, I’ll take the soldiers.” He reached into his pocket and threw down a gold coin. “You’ve been an enormous help, Genara. Your fee and much more has been well earned. For my sake, I hope that wretched remedy of yours is effective, because I don’t think I’ll get very far with my brains trying to beat their way out of my head. Wish me luck.”

	“I’m not sure you deserve it,” she muttered.

	“Now really, that stings,” he said, pulling the door open.

	#

	The hallway was dark, the many lamps and candles not yet lit by the morning staff. Without
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