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      The grey dove, dappled with a faint misty red hue, walked in circles around Caitir’s boot, keeping other doves from coming near. There was no fear in that silly little head. No understanding that the lifeblood was eking out of Caitir’s body as she leaned against the dirty alley wall. Caitir knew, though. Knew in a blurry kind of way. She saw the blood, even felt it trickling down her ribs, but couldn’t figure out what to do about it.

      Drumbeats pounded against the inside of her head. But…they pounded on the outside, too. How could they pound both ways? She tried to think. Had to think, but every time a thought came, the relentless banging inside and out drove it away. Even her tongue hurt. Could a tongue hurt? She tasted tangy blood in her mouth and scraped the aching tongue against her top teeth wondering how it could be coated with flaky grit.

      Blood coated her eye, too. She thought so, anyway. Her one eye was swollen shut, and when she opened the other, the dove, the alley, and the cobbles digging into her legs were all covered in a faint patina of red. She liked red. At least she had liked it until today. Today, something red had happened. Stupid, stupid, stupid. But why stupid? She couldn’t remember why something was stupid but knew it was. And alone? A sword lay next to her, but not a Blade. That something red thought included a Blade, but in her addled dizziness, through the sick roiling in her stomach, she couldn’t figure out why.

      The dove touched her shoulder, and Caitir absently smiled. She’d seen doves jab one another with their wings and found it amusing that this one was jabbing her now. When it poked her again, she opened one eye and tried to bat it away. A lightning bolt of pain raced up her arm, through her shoulder, and down into her chest. Her red vision went black and then winked back to red again.

      The dove backed up and patted its chest with its wing. “Ghost.”

      Caitir scrunched her eye shut and then opened it wide. Her head ached, but she knew doves couldn’t talk. Shaking her head lightly only served to rattle her brain even more, so she squinted, watching as the dove flitted between red/grey feathers and a red/brown mop of curly hair.

      The dove/skelli spoke again. “Ghost.” It squatted in front of her, staring intently into her eye, willing her to remember.

      The Ghost grabbed Caitir’s tunic and pulled her forward but immediately dropped her and spun. The dove held a knife in its wing now, slashing at the other birds squawking around them. Again, the dove/skelli circled Caitir’s boots, keeping the other birds at bay.

      From somewhere up above, a voice called out, “Oi. Get on with ya.” The squawking birds all flew up and disappeared into the sky. A big, fat, muscled bird flew down off a wall into the red alley, but the Ghost wouldn’t let her come near. The fat one limped forward, rubbing its thick, round leg.

      Caitir tried to remember what kind of bird had thick legs. She blinked her one working eye several times, knowing she needed to clear her head. The new bird’s squawk was loud, and the words rattled around in her brain. “What’s this? Fowk. It’s th’ Blade. The fowkin’ skelli’s protectin’ th’ Blade!”

      Caitir’s brain stumbled, cleared, and then blurred red again. The big bird had wobbled into a big woman the same way heat wobbled off the cobbles in summer. Was it summer, then? Was that even important? As she watched, the woman wobbled back to a red bird again. The new movement made Caitir’s insides dance a sickly jig, so she closed her one good eye, trying to think.

      When the big bird yelled, she forced her eye open again. Its beak snapped and it waved a wing at the top of the wall, where another dove’s head and shoulders were sticking through a hole. “Go tell th’ Arch Priestess she’s here.”

      The mop of brown/red hair growled and slashed the knife through the air. Her legs straddled Caitir’s as she swung back and forth, watching the limping bird one moment and swinging around to guard their backs the next. Good Lass, Caitir vaguely thought. She didn’t know why it was good, but somewhere in the depths of her rattled brain, she knew it was.

      The big bird held up her wings. “Easy, Lass. Ya know me. I be Barta. Help’s coomin’. Ya did good keepin’ them skellis and nints away. Real good. Easy now. We’ll just bide, th’ both of us, aye?”

      The Ghost bird squatted over Caitir’s legs and settled in to wait.
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      Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, had been out searching for her missing Blade all night. The sun had risen a candlemark earlier, making the search much easier, if not more successful. She had all two hundred and eighty-two of her Blades out searching as well.

      The previous evening, right after the tower bell had struck nine times, word had come to the Temple that a Blade had been killed, and her body, along with a second injured Blade, had been dragged away by a group of men. Sábria and her Second, Commander Shirin, had issued orders to Subcommander Arenda to rouse the Temple and organize a search. The Arch Priestess, her Commander, and ten Blades acting as bodyguards had raced into the city in the hopes of finding their two warriors.

      It had taken several candlemarks of searching up and down Sarlogne before Mita’s body was discovered behind the Broken Tooth, a tavern on the edge of the Codpiece. Typically, the tavern was a safe place for Blades. In fact, many Blades took their on-duty meals there despite its reputation as a dirty, lower-city watering hole that nobles wouldn’t go to even if their lives depended on it. It was for precisely that reason many Blades preferred it.

      It was several candlemarks past deadnight before a drunk, needing to piss when the privy was occupied, had stumbled across Mita’s body. No one had discovered it prior to the drunk’s urgent need because Mita had been stuffed behind the detached privy to the rear of the Tooth. Muck and grime saturated the ground, and rarely, if ever, did people wander into that area.

      Once the body had been discovered and the Arch Priestess summoned, Sábria herself had slipped between the back wall of the privy and the fence separating the Lower Quarter from the Codpiece. After confirming that Mita was, in fact, dead, the Arch Priestess had hefted her Blade into her arms and carried her out to the cobbled street. She’d gently laid her on a canvas the Blades used to carry their dead and wounded back to the Temple and covered her with a red, blue, and yellow blanket, signifying woman’s blood, revenge, and justice, respectively. Sábria had let the tears flow freely down her cheeks, not caring that anyone of the Lower Quarter residents who’d gathered around to watch the spectacle might see her as weak.

      She’d watched Terro and Sela carry Mita’s body up the road before continuing the search for Mita’s partner, Caitir. Throughout the night and into the morning, Blades had been reporting to the Temple Outstation, the building in the middle of Sarlogne where the Blade’s briefings were held before and after their shifts.

      Subcommander Rahel Arenda, a tall woman with flaming red hair cut into the short, shaggy style common among her clan, was stationed there with a map, marking off the grids that the Blades had methodically searched.

      Remarkably, the Emperor had sent three squads of his Imperial Guards to assist the Blades. Granted, he’d done so at the urging of his Seneschal, Lord Dunham, but it was still remarkable that he’d acquiesced. Three moons prior, before Elyon had frightened him witless after the Festival Riot, Emperor Aloric would never have considered helping search for one of Elyon’s Blades. Now, Dunham was assisting Arenda with organizing the search parties, and runners were being sent out continuously with new orders for the searchers.

      Sábria strode through the door, dirty, tired, and clearly frustrated. “Rahel, Turgin. Where have we looked so far?” She had a pretty good idea since Prita, one of the youngest Blades, had been assigned to run messages to and from Sábria all night.

      Commander Shirin strode in shortly after Sábria, went straight to the refreshment table they had set up for the searchers, and poured two large cups of water. She brought them to the map table, handed one to Sábria, and kept the second for herself.

      Since Lord Dunham outranked the Subcommander, he gave his report. “Every grid in the city has been searched. We restarted at the first grid about a half-candlemark ago and are⁠—”

      A filthy nob ran into the briefing room, followed by the two surprised door guards he’d barreled past. He didn’t bother slowing down and hit the door so hard it flew back and slammed into the wall, sending pieces of plaster flying.

      Commander Shirin pulled her sword and spun in one quick movement while Subcommander Arenda leapt over the table and came to stand beside her, also fully armed. They blocked the newcomer from Sábria and Dunham, who watched the man with wary eyes.

      The nob’s eyes grew round. He quickly fell to his knees and pulled his cap off his head. “B…beggin’ yer pardon, Guardians.” He leaned around their legs until he saw Sábria and pulled on his forelock. “Milady Sábria. We found her! Barta stayed wit’ her, but I kin take ya to ‘em!”

      Sábria shoved through Shirin and Arenda, grabbed the man by the shirt, and hauled him to his feet. “Where?”

      His eyes tracked left and then right as Shirin moved in on Sábria’s right with her sword still drawn, and Arenda moved to the left. Still gasping for breath after running to find the Arch Priestess, he held his hands out to his sides to show he held no weapon and wasn’t a danger to anyone. Only then did he turn his attention back to Sábria. “Ya ken th’ old alley off Wythen what used t’ go t’ th’ old shambles?”

      Arenda glared at the man. “That slaughterhouse has been bricked up for ages.”

      “Nai. Well, maybe to those what don’t know, but she’s there a’right, yer Blade be there, lyin’ in th’ alley behind what’s bricked up, an’ Ghost be there fightin’ off the par’sites what want at what yer Blade totes. Real vicious that skelli an’ t’other skellis know it, too.”

      Sábria swung the man around so he faced the door and pushed him outside. “Take me to them.” He hurried out the door, and when he wasn’t moving fast enough, Sábria grabbed his collar in her fist and started running in the general direction of the abandoned slaughterhouse.

      Shirin, Arenda, and Dunham ran behind, with the Commander calling in every Blade they passed along the way. Sábria had insisted on sending most of her bodyguards out to search, but if they were headed into the filthiest, most dangerous part of the Codpiece, Shirin intended to be ready for whatever awaited them.

      By the time they turned down a dark alley, they had twenty-five full Blades and three shivs, or trainee Blades, guarding them. Arenda grabbed the nob and pulled him up short. “This is a dead end. If you’re leading us into a trap, I’ll kill you with my sword as it’s leaving its scabbard.”

      “Nai, look!” He pointed to a high place in the shadows that was darker than the rest. It was near the roof that covered the alley—an architectural anomaly, the reason for which had been lost down through the ages. The darkened spot could only be seen as an actual hole in the wall if one stood in the exact right spot. He cupped his hand around his mouth and yelled, “Oi, Barta. Sing out so’s they knows yer there an’ it ain’t no quag, aye?”

      “Did ya find th’ Arch Priestess?”

      “Aye, I brung her.”

      Barta’s voice came from behind the wall. “It’s me, Milady. Yer peasant, Barta. Yer safe t’ come in, I swear it on me life.”

      Shirin put her hand on the wall as if to climb to the dark spot, but Sábria pulled her down and growled, “I’m going in for my Blade. You come after.” The Arch Priestess quickly tied her scabbard to her thigh, securing it flat against her leg.

      “No, My Lady! It’s not sa—” Shirin’s words ended in a strangled growl as Sábria put her boot on a brick and started to climb. Like so many walls in Sarlogne, the bricks had been set in an uneven pattern, one deep, one slightly protruding, and the next one set further in. This pattern held true the entire length, breadth and height of the wall. Ancient builders had believed the uneven pattern strengthened the wall’s structural integrity, and that idea hadn’t wavered throughout the ensuing centuries.

      When she reached the dark spot, which turned out to be a cleverly placed hole in the wall hidden by the shadows, she pulled her belt knife, gauged the distance to the ground, and used a technique practiced by all Blades for just this type of situation. She clasped the knife’s hilt between her teeth, reached above the hole, and grabbed onto two protruding bricks. She swung her legs through the hole and retrieved the knife as she dropped down into the darkness.

      Only it wasn’t dark. She’d expected that end of the alley to be completely sealed off, but someone had dismantled part of the roof, and sunlight streamed down onto the strange tableau that awaited her. She landed in a crouch and quickly moved out of the way, knowing Shirin would be right on her tail.

      Ghost stood over Caitir, baring her teeth and swinging her small blade back and forth to keep Barta and Sábria back.

      Barta, a big woman with muscular arms earned through turns of slinging a hammer at the stone mason’s workshop, held up her hands. “Th’ skelli won’t ‘llow me near, Milady, but yer Blade keeps babblin’ ‘bout Ghost bein’ a good stubby dove. An’ she keeps mumblin’ ‘bout me bein’ a big bird. Her bell’s rung, that’s fer sure.”

      Sábria put away her knife as several more Blades dropped from the hole. “It’s me, Ghost. Sábria. Can I help Caitir?” She eased forward, but Ghost bared her teeth and growled a warning as she slashed her knife through the air.

      Sábria had been crouched, inching forward step by step. Seeing those bared teeth and the determination in those wild, skelli eyes, Sábria stopped to consider her options. Trying to disarm the skelli, who’d learned to wield the small blade she carried with lethal precision as she fought daily for survival in the Codpiece’s brutal streets, was a last resort. Realizing a scuffle above her injured Blade could possibly make those injuries worse, she tried a more tenable alternative first. “Shirin, “Did I see Ailith running with us?”

      “Yes.”

      “Get her in here.”

      Shirin called up to Soirin, who was waiting with her head sticking out of the hole. “Get Ailith in here.”

      Before long, Ailith, a nineteen-turn shiv, landed lightly on the rough cobblestones and hurried over. Her short brown hair and brown eyes were nondescript, but although she hadn’t yet grown into her adult body, her muscular arms and thick thighs were a sign that she was a holdover of a Dreyuthan breeding program that, several hundred turns prior, had produced a lineage of warriors unparalleled in modern times. “Aye, Commander?”

      Shirin pointed to Ghost, who was still straddling Caitir’s legs.

      Having lived several turns as a skelli in Dreyutha’s equivalent of the Codpiece, Ailith realized the problem immediately. She spoke directly to Sábria. “Milady. Yer crouched and mincin’ yer steps. To a skelli, yer sayin’ there’s still aught to be wary about. She won’t trust no one ‘till she knows what’s up and thinks all’s clear. Stand straight like ya always do, like ya got things under control, ya ken, an’ she’ll trust ya.”

      Sábria immediately straightened and walked towards Ghost.

      When Shirin shouted, “Sábria!” Ghost, who’d begun to relax, immediately crouched again.

      Ailith put her hand on the Commander’s arm. She spoke with a calmness she didn’t feel. “Commander, ye’ll scare her, an’ that’s not a good idea right about now. Stand tall, put away yer knife, and fer all that’s holy, relax yer body.”

      Sábria had stopped when Shirin shouted. When she started forward again, her shoulders straight and her innate confidence shining through, Ghost let her come to Caitir and stepped between her and the other Blades to guard them both.

      Ailith rattled off some gutter cant where the syllables slid together in what sounded to the others like one long, indecipherable word. “Keek ‘round. Ya caien wit’ th’ stiker, aye?”

      With one final glare at the people crowded into the small space, Ghost grudgingly looked around and realized no one else had their blades out. Relieved her job to guard the Blade was finished, she slid her knife into the sheath secured at the back of her waist and stepped aside.

      Shirin hurried to Sábria’s side, saw the extent of Caitir’s injuries, and began issuing orders. Everyone knew the walls closing off both ends of the alley had been built to keep anyone from breaking through, and she began mentally running through options as to how best to get Caitir out.

      It had been hundreds of turns since the massive abattoir had been completely walled off on all sides with the same steel-reinforced walls used to block the alley. Shirin, who’d come to Sarlogne as a sixteen-turn shiv, neither remembered the reason nor cared since it was just another ancient, rotting building in the middle of the Codpiece. The Commander pointed to the opening in the roof. “Ailith, climb up there and see where it goes. If I’m judging correctly by the position relative to this alley, it should lead right into the old abattoir.”

      Ailith started for the wall and then paused and looked over her shoulder with a confused expression pulling her brows low. Since Shirin had already turned away, Sábria correctly interpreted what had stopped her shiv. “A slaughterhouse, Ailith.”

      Ailith’s brows rose into her brown hair, and her mouth formed an “Oh” before she nodded and began to climb.

      After running her hands over Caitir’s body and head, Sábria knew they needed the Master Healer there to assess how best to move her Blade. “Shirin. A sling to get her through that hole won’t work, and I need Master Healer Haria to get in here as fast as you can get her. Find a way to ram a hole through a wall. I don’t care what you have to do to get it done.”

      Shirin nodded and glanced around hesitantly, knowing the walls of the abattoir had been impenetrable for the last few hundred turns. It was why one of the largest buildings in the area was still standing. Well, that and its location made it a low priority for anyone with the means to raze it. Staring at the hole in the roof, she amended her thoughts and concluded it had been impenetrable to everyone except the inhabitants of the Codpiece. Turning her attention to the hole they’d climbed through, she guessed it had taken turns of patient scraping to create an opening big enough for an adult to squirm through.

      Caitir stared at Sábria and lifted a finger, about all she could do without sending excruciating agony cascading around her entire body. “Your feathers are red.”

      Barta, who’d remained standing next to Sábria, knelt beside the wounded Blade. “She keeps babblin’ ‘bout birds, Milady. I seen folk what got bad brain troobles. It be like their thinkin’s scrambled, ya ken?”

      With a worried look, Sábria gently ran a hand over the back of Caitir’s head where she’d previously found a soft spot. The bulge appeared bigger this time. “Yes, she has an extremely bad head wound.” She turned and called to Shirin. “Tell Haria there’s a nasty head wound, and the bulge seems to be growing.”

      When Sábria mentioned Haria, Soirin, who’d been climbing to run and bring the Temple’s healer, paused to listen.

      Shirin pointedly looked up at Soirin, a dark-haired Astrian desert nomad, who narrowed her deep-set, coal-black eyes common to her people. “Yes, My Lady. Other injuries I should tell her about so she has a better idea about what supplies to bring?”

      “Broken bones in the arms, maybe elsewhere, too. One eye swollen shut with possible broken bones around the socket, the other eye blood red.” Under normal circumstances, Sábria wouldn’t list the severity of the wounds where the injured Blade could hear, but these were far from normal circumstances. After quickly reaching around behind Caitir’s back and running her hand beneath the bloodied tunic, she felt the long narrow hole indicative of a knife wound. Her finger slipped through a fresh trickle of blood, and she called out. “Stab wound in the back. I can stem the bleeding while we wait.

      Her fingers slid through another patch of sticky blood, and she slid them through the wetness until she came to the beginning of a long slice along the belly. “Another slice in the belly. I need bandages, Shirin. I’m fairly certain there are broken ribs. I’d say they threw her down here from that hole.”

      Shirin glanced up at her Blade. “Have them send bandages through.” Even though she knew Soirin had heard everything, Shirin never left anything to chance when dealing with an emergency.

      With a quick nod, Soirin disappeared through the opening in the wall.

      Shirin called out, “Ailith!”

      The shiv’s disembodied voice answered from the other side of the west wall. “Aye, Commander?”

      “Report.”

      It took only a moment for Ailith to climb up and stand on the top of the opening. “Th’ meat grindery’s here, Commander. Pitch black, though, when I get past th’ light seepin’ in from the hole in th’ roof. I’ll go in and see what’s beyond the dark, but I didn’t go in any more than where th’ light shows what’s out there. Looks like th’ place is all shived up good and tight, too, ‘cause I don’t see no light shinin’ in through holes like ya’d usually see in a old carcass like this.” She looked out across the expanse of roof and then ran along the wall’s edge, where she was lost from sight.

      Sábria watched her sprinting along a wall barely wider than a support plank and growled under her breath. “Ailith.”

      Having the same apprehension as her friend, Shirin called out, “Ailith. We don’t need to be picking you up off the cobblestones, too.”

      It was protocol to acknowledge the Commander’s words, and Ailith backed up, shot a grim nod over her shoulder, and then once again leapt out of sight.

      With a growl, Ailith’s handler, Jenx, muttered, “If she doesn’t kill herself, I’ll do it for her when this is over.”

      “Best climber and roof runner I’ve ever seen among the Blades, though.” Shirin glanced at Jenx. “I wasn’t sure how much room was up there. That’s why I didn’t send you with her.”

      Jenx nodded, “I understood that, Commander, and we both know she’s good in emergencies. If she needs help, I’ll be the first one up that wall.”

      At Shirin’s comment about roof runners, Barta pulled her shoulders back and beamed at the Commander. “Us what’s been skellis or nints take to it. We fly, ya ken? Yer roads be on th’ ground, but not ours.” She paused and looked down at her leg. “It’s why I got a bum leg. When I were a bairn, six or seven turns at most, I were flyin’ acrost th’ alley an’ some nobles waitin’ below shot me wit’ a arrow. Hit me leg an’ I slammed into t’other wall, broke it here.” She rubbed her thigh. “Lucky fer me, I dropped to th’ roof an’ no th’ alley or they’d a had me fer sure.”

      Sábria had been checking Caitir’s pulse as she listened with half an ear. She blinked several times and then gazed up at the woman with anger flashing in her eyes. Realizing this wasn’t the time to discuss the changes in the law she was working so hard to implement, she returned her attention to Caitir’s wounds.

      A quiet whisper caught her attention. “It’s all red. And where’s the Blade? There should be a Blade.” Caitir squinted her open eye as she asked the question. “And the pounding. Inside and…out. Hurts. Can’t think.” Her head swayed in tiny, lethargic movements from one side to the other.

      Sábria’s heart was in her throat as she disregarded the blood and kissed Caitir on the forehead. She gently swiped dried strands of bloodied hair out of the other woman’s face, knowing that in even the darkest, most confusing of times, the welfare of a Blade’s patrol partner was uppermost in their mind. Because Caitir didn’t need the added stress of knowing her partner was dead, Sábria pretended to misunderstand that even in her muddled state, Caitir knew instinctively that Mita should be with her. “You’re my Blade, Caitir, and you’re right here. You’re here, and I’m going to take care of you.”

      “A red bird? Birds can’t talk or help.”

      “I’m Sábria. Elyon and I are here with you.”

      Caitir’s good eye narrowed as she stared at the bird that had just pecked her forehead. “I hurt, Bird. Everywhere.” The sides of her mouth pulled down and quivered as emotions surged. “It hurts. Everything hurts.”

      “I know. The healer will bring something for your pain.” Sábria ran a gentle hand down Caitir’s chest and around the side of her ribcage, trying to give comfort where she could. Both arms were broken, as was at least one of her legs.

      “Commander.” Ailith had reappeared. When Shirin looked up, Ailith continued, “I climbed down the wall a bit, th’ one next to th’ trib. There’s a brobmdin at th’ water.”

      Blinking in confusion, Shirin looked at Sábria, who shrugged. The Commander looked back up at Ailith, who watched her with excited anticipation. “What’s a brobmdin?” Shirin’s tongue struggled with the twisted syllables common to the Dreyuthan spoken language.

      Ailith’s brows descended as she tried to come up with a translation. “It’s aye where they bring th’ dead four-leggers in fer cuttin’ up. In from th’ trib, th’ river, ya ken?”

      Shirin caught Ailith’s excitement and straightened. “A gate? A river gate?”

      “Aye! Straight into th’ grindery. If ya bash a hole in th’ wall right below here, ya bring th’ healer in by boat, and I’ll find th’ gate on th inside and work it open if I can.”

      “Wait, Ailith.” Shirin pointed to Prime Geller, who’d been away searching a different district when the news of Caitir’s whereabouts had first arrived. She’d dropped into the alley a few moments earlier and was awaiting orders. “Geller, take Jenx.” She was distracted by a bundle being lowered from the hole in the wall. “What’s that?”

      “When I heard where ya was, I figured ya’d need light in here. That’s th’ torches I ordered ‘em to bring. They stuffed some clean rags in, too, if ya need them fer Caitir.”

      “Excellent. Take two torches and climb up to help Ailith find that river door and get it opened.”

      With a nod, Geller motioned to Jenx. “Yer good at climbin’ and puzzlin’ locks. Grab two torches and meet me inside.” Without waiting to see if her orders were obeyed, the Prime walked to the wall Ailith had ascended and began to climb.

      Jenx separated two torches from the bag, stuffed them into the back of her belt, grabbed one of several flintstones, and followed.

      Shirin rummaged through the bag, found the rags, and took them to Sábria. She glanced back at the hole and saw Shaya, one of the smaller shivs, bent over and straddling the hole with one leg dangling down on both sides. Relieved that someone had realized they needed a way to communicate with those on the other side of the wall, she called up to her. “Shaya. Who’s the highest rank still over there?”

      Shaya’s blonde hair was gathered at the nape of her neck, and when she jerked her head around to search the Blades on the other side of the wall, the hair whipped through the air like an eager puppy’s stubby tail. “Subcommander Calit, but she’s busy organizing search parties to track down the men who did this.” She held up a finger when someone spoke to her and then turned back to Shirin. “Prime Osstendler asks what you need, Commander.”

      “Tell her there’s a change of plans. She’s to go after Soirin who’s on her way to get the Master Healer. Osstendler is responsible for Master Haria’s safety. Take as many Blades as she needs and get Haria to the tributary docks behind the Foreign Quarter. Tell the Prime to send someone, with four other Blades as guards, to the docks immediately to arrange for a trib runner, preferably one known as an ally to the Blades. And make sure he or she is an experienced one. It’s not going to be easy navigating the tributary and stopping at a location that no longer has a dock. Tell them the trib runner needs to bring Haria to the gate into the old abattoir. Geller’s going to locate the gate and get it open.”

      After relaying the message, Shaya looked down at Shirin. “She’s on her way, Commander.”

      Barta walked to the abattoir’s wall and examined it with an expert eye. “Nobody’s never gotten through ‘tother walls around this place, but I alwayst wondered why they closed off th’ alley ‘stead of cooverin’ this wall, too. Nobody’s never tried to get through cuz the nobs an’ skellis an’ nints what go in and out use th’ hole in th’ roof.” Shirin’s gaze sharpened on the hole in the roof. “Don’t worry, Commander, they lit out when th’ Blades started coomin’ through th’ hole.” Barta scratched her head, “But gettin’ back to this wall, I was thinkin’ maybe they left th’ alley coovered an’ blocked it off an’ left this wall normal like, in case of trooble an’ they needed to get inside, ya ken?”

      The hammer Barta habitually wore at her side was in her hand before anyone even noticed she’d reached for it. She experimentally tapped the bricks, then hauled back and delivered a fierce blow. Part of a brick splintered off, but the woman wasn’t satisfied. Shaking her head, she turned to Shirin. “It’s aye stout, Commander, but no like t’other walls. Get me a sledge, a big ‘un, and I’ll have th’ hole for ya by th’ time yer Blade returns with th’ healer.

      Knowing Barta had worked her entire adult life swinging a hammer as a stonemason, Shirin turned to Shaya. “Tell Calit to send someone for a sledge from the foundry next to the Broken Tooth.”

      Shaya nodded and relayed the message. A quarter candlemark later, she wrestled the heavy-topped, thirty-pound hammer through the hole and checked to make sure it wouldn’t accidentally hit someone on the head when she dropped it. “Clear.” The sledge fell to the dirt.

      Prita picked it up and ran with it to the peasant woman who towered over her. While she didn’t need to, and in other circumstances, the gesture would have been inappropriate, she pulled her forelock before handing it to the woman.

      Barta stepped back and narrowed her eyes, unsure whether this young Blade was making fun of her wanting to help. When Prita continued holding the hammer between them, Barta took it from her and nodded.

      Shaya dropped a pickax next, and Prita hurried to grab it before anyone else could. On her way back to the wall, she worriedly glanced at Caitir. When she did, she saw that Sábria was watching her. When her Arch Priestess soberly nodded her praise, Prita’s heart nearly beat out of her chest. Not wanting anyone to see the heat rushing into her cheeks, Prita lowered her head and stepped opposite Barta.

      Prita wasn’t the biggest or strongest Blade, but before ordering another to take her place, Shirin watched to see how well she handled the rock-breaking tool. They didn’t have time to molly-coddle Prita’s ego, but neither would Shirin take away the girl’s chance to prove her mettle.

      Barta pointed at Prita’s scabbard hanging on her left side. “Ya carry yer sword there, so ya swing th’ blade with th’ other arm, Aye? I can swing wit’ both, so switch places wit’ me.” When they’d switched, Barta shouldered the sledgehammer. “I’ll swing on one, and ye’ll go on two.” Her hammer bit into the wall. With an accompanying grunt, she called out, “One.” The sledge sent ten times the amount of brick flying as her smaller hammer had done.

      “Two.” Prita’s ax bit into the exact place on the wall, loosening more of the hard clay. With Barta’s steady count, they fell into a rhythm, and the ax and hammer tore into the wall over and over. After a quarter candlemark, sweat beaded Prita’s brow. Her cheeks were flaming red, and she sucked air deep into her lungs after each swing, but she refused to stop. Barta wasn’t even winded.

      When Shirin judged the younger Blade was about to drop, she pointed to Sela, who growled. “Halt.” Sela, a dark-skinned woman whose arms had been toned through turns of being one of the most respected arms masters in the Temple, took the ax from Prita and stared fiercely into her eyes. The older Blade pursed her lips and nodded once, silently telling the young woman she’d done well stepping up to the challenge.

      To have such a well-respected Senior Guardian like Sela silently praise her was so unusual that when Prita turned away to get some water, there was a new pride in the set of her shoulders. She didn’t notice Sábria’s nod of approval this time, but it wasn’t necessary. She’d done what she could to help a fellow Blade, and that was reward enough. It seemed she’d turned a corner in her level of maturity, and neither Sábria nor Shirin would forget the effort Prita had put into opening a hole to get the Master Healer into the alley.
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      Osstendler and the nine Blades she’d gathered on her way back to the Temple caught up to Soirin just as she was hurrying through the Temple gates with the Master Healer, the healer’s assistant, Kara, and a Blade with a collapsed stretcher slung over her shoulder. “Change in plans. Master Healer Haria⁠—”

      “Please, we’re in a hurry, and it will be easier if we just stick to Haria. Please don’t tell me Caitir has died and I’m no longer needed.”

      “She was still alive when I left, My Lady.” She motioned down the side of the Temple with a wave of her hand. “If we could walk and talk? I don’t think there’s much time.” Because the older healer probably couldn’t maintain a jog for an extended distance, a brisk walk was all they could hope for.

      At Soirin’s confused look at her Prime seemingly leading the healer in the wrong direction, Osstendler quickly filled her in. “We’re going to the trib docks. You’re in charge of Master Haria’s guard detail because we have to travel through the Foreign Quarter.”

      Soirin was an experienced Blade who knew enough not to question such a brief explanation as to why her orders had been changed. She simply brought her fist to her chest and began assigning guard positions to the Blades accompanying them.

      Osstendler spoke with Haria as they walked. “We located Caitir in a walled-in alley next to the old abattoir in the Codpiece.”

      “The ancient building that’s been walled up for centuries?”

      “The same.”

      Now the healer at least partially understood the reason for the change of plans. “I understand they made sure the new outer walls they constructed against the original walls are as close to impenetrable as possible. And for good reason, at least at that time. The abattoir was the genesis for a plague that raced through the Codpiece some two hundred and fifty turns ago.”

      Osstendler took a stutter-step, and Haria placed a hand on her arm. “Not to worry, Traya. The virus was studied and well-documented, at least in the healer community. It came from a bacterium that died after two sevendays, so it’s long gone in the abattoir. Thankfully, we now have a cure for the disease, but at the time, they were desperate to keep it contained. Their method of doing so was reprehensible. They placed everyone who had the illness or who had come into direct contact with it inside the abattoir and shut them, and so they hoped, the plague, inside. Hence the need for the walls.” She shook her head. “And their barbarism worked. But, if I understood correctly, I need to see Caitir to know how best to transport her. If she’s behind the walls, I’m afraid I’m much too old to climb either up one side or down the other, for that matter.”

      Osstendler turned a corner, and as they passed the boundary into the Foreign Quarter, she silently signaled Soirin to make sure her people were ready for anything.

      Soirin ordered, “Swords.”

      As one, the Blades drew their weapons and held them at the ready.

      Haria glanced around. “Is this necessary, Prime Osstendler?”

      “It is. The Foreign Quarter is almost as dangerous as the Codpiece, and you’re a high-ranking official within the Temple. Unfortunately, that makes you an interesting target for those who are always looking for ways to undermine the Arch Priestess. This way.” She took Haria’s elbow and maneuvered her around the back of a freight wagon stopped in the street.

      Making polite conversation to take the healer’s mind off the antagonistic stares they were getting, Osstendler rattled off facts the healer most likely already knew. “The Foreign Quarter is made up of communities of people, some criminals, and rogues, from foreign kingdoms who believe Cibía should welcome them with open arms instead of forcing them into this section of Sarlogne and away from the rest of the Cibían populace. There are just as many, if not more, good people who had to flee their oppressive governments and are just trying to scrape by. Many men come from cultures where they consider it their right to abuse women, and they resent the power of the Blades in general and Sábria in particular.

      Haria sniffed, “I’m aware of the Foreign Quarter, Traya. What I don’t know is why you feel it necessary to drag me through it.”

      “I was getting to that, My Lady. Apparently, there’s a water gate into the abattoir off one of the tributaries that was never blocked off.”

      Haria stopped in the middle of the street. “The Healer Hall records document that they were unable to build an outer wall there, so the builders were ordered to put lethal traps around the gate and inside the building to keep people out.”

      Glancing around at the surly men staring at them, Osstendler once again put a hand on Haria’s lower back to move her along. “That might be so, My Lady, but my orders are to get you to that gate. We’ll have to trust Lady Sábria and the Commander, and more importantly, Ursuna Geller, to see those traps and spring them before we arrive. Geller has studied weapons and traps her entire life, and if anyone can get that water gate opened, it’s her.”

      As they came to the trib docks, it became apparent why they hadn’t run into any resistance along the way. Osstendler had sent Marne, a tough, no-nonsense weapons master, ahead to secure a boat for their journey down the tributary. The four Blades she’d brought with her were standing in the guard position around her.

      Marne, easily recognizable from a distance by her two distinctive, long black braids hanging down her chest and back, stood at the docks next to a trib runner Osstendler recognized as a man who worshipped Elyon and was loyal to Sábria. That wasn’t what interested her, though. Next to a small building near the opening to the docks, seven or eight men were either sitting or lying on the ground with their faces bloodied and bruised.

      One light-haired man, probably from Tuviste, if his sharp, angular face and slight features were anything to judge by, held one arm tight against his chest. The pained look on his face said Marne, or one of the Blades she’d brought with her, had probably either broken bones or dislocated the man’s shoulder, or both.

      Haria saw the wounded men, as well, and as they approached the docks, she shouted angrily at Marne. “What is the meaning of this, Blade Marne?”

      Unruffled at the healer’s censure, Marne respectfully replied, “These men took exception to Blades coming into the Foreign Quarter, and I found it necessary to gently remind them that Blades are welcome in every corner of Sarlogne.” She shrugged. “We simply dealt with their hostility as we encountered it. The healer for the Foreign Quarter is on his way.”

      Not waiting to hear the Master Healer’s opinion on the matter, Marne turned to Osstendler and indicated a punt tied to the dock. “Master Gundry has agreed to take us downriver. He says if the gate’s open, something that hasn’t happened in his lifetime, he believes he can maneuver his boat up next to it. I, and whatever Blades accompany us, will secure the boat with ropes or with whatever means are available to us so you can cross.”

      Although she’d been a healer at Elyon’s Temple most of her adult life, Haria had never come to appreciate the violent life they led. A pacifist at heart, she often wondered why the Goddess had called her to not merely serve as a Temple healer but had moved her into the position of being one of the highest-ranking healers in the whole of the Cibían Empire. Pursing her lips, she indicated the boat. “Master Gundry, may we board your ship, and if so, how many can you accommodate?”

      Gundry’s brows pulled down low. “A…komodate, Milady?”

      “How many Blades can safely travel on your boat?”

      “Oh, well, first of all, it be a punt, no a boat.” He said it as though he were speaking to a particularly dim child. He glanced around, silently counting the warriors standing around. “All of ya, Milady. Me boat’s weighin’ empty an’ th’ more ballast I got th’ easier it’ll be to move her through th’ water an’ over to th’ gate.” He held out his hand, palm up. “I’ll board first, Milady, then you and yer Blades come on however ya like. If ye’ll all just go to where me lad, there, Hokum, puts ya, he’s right good at settin’ weight where it be best fer the ballast.”

      Once they were all on board and Haria was safely settled in the wheelhouse with the captain, Hokum took up the pole at the back of the boat and pushed them out into the tributary. Another lad about his age released the rope tying the boat to the dock. He backed up to give himself room to run forward, which he did. With a mighty leap, he propelled himself through the air, landing barefooted on the wooden deck. He efficiently twirled the rope into a neat circle, retrieved a second pole set into hooks on the side of the wheelhouse, and took up a position on the starboard side near the boat’s bow.

      Knowing the trip would take a while, the Blades all settled in to wait.
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      Inside the abattoir, Geller approached the gate with more caution than either Ailith or Jenx would have thought to use. The Prime had ordered her Blade and shiv to stay well behind her as they moved through the darkened interior. She held one of the torches high, examining her surroundings with care each time she took a step.

      Ailith glanced at Jenx, who was also studying the roof and what walls they could see. Taking her cue from her handler, Ailith continued searching her surroundings. Not sure whether they were looking for human, animal, or something else entirely, she stared out into the darkness, wishing Jenx had brought three torches instead of only two.

      Geller raised a hand, telling them to stop.

      Since the Prime was acting as though they were in enemy territory, Ailith pivoted in place to watch the rear as she’d been taught. Geller saw the movement out of her peripheral vision. “Good move, Shiv. But in this case, th’ wrong one. Turn back around and look there.” She pointed to a spot up and to her right.

      Ailith followed the track of Geller’s finger but couldn’t see anything in the darkness.

      “Do ya see it?”

      Ailith strained to see what the Prime was pointing to. “No Prime. Can’t see much past th’ edge of yer torchlight.”

      Geller raised her torch higher, and as the edge of the light moved upward, Ailith’s breath caught in her throat. “Is that…?”

      “Aye, ‘tis.” Geller moved the torch back and forth, studying the area around where they stood. “Did ya see th’ skeleton we passed a ways back?”

      Jenx nodded. “Yes. It was ancient, though.”

      “And the arrow?”

      Chagrin tinged Jenx’s voice when she answered. “I’m sorry, Prime. I should’ve looked. The skeleton was so old I didn’t pay it much mind. That was stupid of me.”

      Always one to make use of a teaching moment, Geller continued searching as she asked, “And you, Shiv? Did you see th’ skeleton?”

      “Don’t ken how I missed it, but no, I must of walked right by.” Thoroughly embarrassed to be caught out when, as a shiv, she was supposed to be seeing everything and anything in her path, Ailith felt her cheeks go hot.

      Geller accepted the apology and looked at Jenx. “And Jenx, why do ya think I’m askin’ ‘bout it now?”

      “I didn’t realize why you were moving so slowly until you showed us that crossbow. So, I’m guessing you realized the man, or the skeleton, since we don’t know if it was a man or woman, got caught in one of their traps.”

      Very slowly, Geller turned to face them. “And what does that tell ya, Shiv?”

      “Th’ place is full of traps. I didn’t ken what ya was looking fer neither, and I guess I should’ve. If I’d a seen th’ body⁠—”

      “Bodies.” Geller emphasized the plural.

      That made Ailith feel even worse. Thoroughly disgusted with herself, she crossed her arms and stared at the ground.

      Jenx only had to growl one word, “Eyes.”

      Ailith immediately understood. At times, when she was ashamed of something she’d done or hadn’t done, she had a tendency to cross her arms and look at her feet. Where this habit had originated, she had no idea, but it was a terrible habit to have when you were in possible enemy territory. Her attention sharpened as her gaze snapped up, and she stared out into the darkness. The light from the torches only went so far and Ailith’s brows wrinkled as she wondered why they weren’t doing a grid pattern to search the area as they’d done with other dark warehouses.

      Geller, who’d trained hundreds of shivs and Blades over the turns, read her correctly. “That’s good, Shiv. At least now yer thinkin’. Why not th’ grid?”

      Ailith thought before blurting out the first answer that popped into her head. Finally, she said, “Well, right from th’ start, ya thought that since this place is locked up tighter than a nun’s legs, then maybe they didn’t want nobody in here, and if somebody did get in here, somehow, they wanted to make sure they didn’t get back out.”

      Geller chuffed out a quick breath. “And that’s a good comparison, Shiv, because, aye, some nun’s legs are locked tight, but I’ve been known to open a few of ‘em with me charms.”

      Most people, including Jenx, who blinked in surprise at her Prime making a joke, would be shocked that the taciturn woman would say such a thing, but Ailith had been around her quite a bit lately for various reasons and knew there was another, normally hidden side to the Prime she’d begun to like. A little, anyway. Well, when she wasn’t terrified whenever the woman caught her doing something stupid, that is.

      With a barely discernable glint of humor in her eyes, Geller continued, “Anyway, that’s stuff ya need to think about, Ailith, and you, too, Jenx. Now, what else does that crossbow tell ya, Shiv?”

      Whenever a handler and shiv team were involved, Geller directed most of her training questions toward the shiv because she never wanted to undermine the handler in the trainee’s eyes. Quite often, especially in situations they’d never run across before, the handler wouldn’t know the answer to the question, either. Since it was best that the shivs believed in the all-knowing persona of their handlers, Geller kept her questions to them to a minimum whenever the shivs were present.

      Ailith studied her surroundings as she considered the question. There was the obvious. That it was essential to know the crossbow was there so they didn’t end up with a bolt through their chest. As she thought about climbing up to disarm it, it occurred to her that if there was one trap, maybe there was a second to discourage people from doing just that. “If I were settin’ a trap like that, I’d want folks to ken ya just can’t climb up to it and bite it off. Ya’d want babblers singin’ loud that bitin’ it’ll get ya killed. Fer that matter, there might be two or three scattered about, and ya’d end up looking like a pin wobbler.”

      “Now yer thinking, Shiv. So, our next step is?”

      Both Ailith and Jenx knew that Geller wasn’t asking because she needed their input to make a decision. Their Prime already knew what she was going to do, had probably known from the moment she’d seen the skeleton with the crossbow bolt embedded in its ribs.

      When Ailith didn’t answer, Jenx looked at her shiv. “Two questions. First, what do you mean by ‘bite it off?’” The two were from vastly different worlds, and quite often, they needed to help the other understand what they’d said.

      As was often the case, Ailith was stymied when her handler didn’t know what she’d meant when, in her mind, she’d made herself perfectly clear. “Ya know. A weasel bites th’ head off a snake so it can’t bite no more. Ya bite off th’ part what sets off th’ bolt, and it’s no but a stick with a sharp end, aye?”

      Jenx’s cocked head and raised brow said she never would have guessed that, but it made sense. “And what’s a pin wobbler?”

      This time it was Geller who supplied the answer. “Pork pine.”

      “Ah. A porcupine. Of course. Anyway, to get back to your question, I’m happy to take a guess.” Geller nodded, and Jenx continued, “Since the arrow is pointing in a very definite direction, towards the’ walkway and not towards a post that someone might be climbing, I’d say that’s th’ primary arrow meant as th’ first trap. It has to have a way to be sprung, so there’s probably a tripwire running along th’ floor close by here, or, especially given th’ darkness, if we thought we were clever by finding th’ lower one, we might miss one running chest height or neck height anywhere along this path that we’re walking.”

      “Aye, that’s right. So, keepin’ that in mind, Ailith, get directly behind Jenx, and Jenx, I want ya walkin’ in me footsteps. Do ya see them there in th’ dust? Good. Move up, slow like.”

      Ailith backtracked one step, careful to put her foot directly into her own footprint, and then moved to her left and made sure to place her feet directly in Jenx’s print. Very slowly, the two of them closed the space between themselves and Geller.

      Geller crouched and pointed to a wire running across her path. She then moved her hand up two feet, pointing out a second wire and a third two feet above that. “If ya were here, alone, Shiv, and ya needed to get past this point, what would ya do?”

      Ailith followed the path of the wires with her gaze until they disappeared into the darkness. “I guess I’d probably go back to where ya saw th’ trap what’s already killed th’ lad back there ‘cuz that one’s already launched. I’d climb really careful, keepin’ me eye out fer those second traps, ya ken? Th’ ones what keep folks from cuttin’ off th’ head. I’d try to go above, all th’ way to th’ ceilin’ if I could, and see if I could swing me way across th’ beams and come down on this one to cut off its head.”

      Geller nodded, pleased with her logic. “Ya must’ve worked with traps in th’ army, aye? I mean for ya to ken somethin’ like that or to think about it, at least.”

      Ailith shrugged, not wanting to show how proud she was to receive a compliment from her Prime. “No, no traps, but ol’ Granther Dingus used to say I had a tactile mind.”

      Jenx always tried to correct Ailith’s grammar when she misspoke so she didn’t forget later. “Tactical.”

      “Aye, that’s what I said.”

      “You said tactile.” She held up her fingers. “That means by touching. Tactical means actions or strategies used in a military campaign or in a dangerous situation.”

      Ailith stared at her, and Geller hid a smile. Sometimes, she wondered about the pairings Sábria and Shirin put together for handler/shiv teams.

      Knowing it was no use arguing with Jenx about words, Ailith nodded and continued. “Granther Dingus said it’s just kind of the way I think in certain tight spots either I get meself into, or the kinds Duke Ravenkind put us into.”

      Hearing this, Geller remembered one time Sábria and the Commander had mentioned that they thought perhaps the breeding program for the berserkers had included breeding not only incredible fighting abilities into their subjects but also enhanced tactical abilities, a lower fear threshold, and quicker reactions to stimuli. Jenx was usually in on those meetings when they discussed Ailith, and Geller caught and held her gaze a moment, silently communicating her thoughts on the subject.

      Jenx had been thinking the exact same thing and imperceptibly nodded to show her agreement.

      Geller pointed back the way they’d come. Let’s backtrack to them bones, th’ last ones anyway, because we’ve passed five piles so far⁠—”

      Ailith blurted out, “Five? How could I of missed five bodies?” She looked at Jenx. “Did ya see five bodies?” Jenx shook her head, “No, but I saw three. That was enough to get me to start thinking about traps or to make me wonder whether there’d been some type of battle fought in here. I wasn’t really sure which possibility might have happened.”

      As Geller walked back the way they’d come, she spoke over her shoulder. “There were both. Two skeletons had arrows what might have come from crossbows mounted to a post just like this one. They weren’t bolts, though, so….” She shrugged because she just didn’t know for sure. “Th’ other three bodies were more or less all piled together with no bolts in sight, tellin’ me someone killed ‘em to keep ‘em here. Maybe they’d been the ones to set th’ traps, and whoever built those walls didn’t want them ever coming out again. And what does that tell ya, Shiv?”

      There was nothing Ailith enjoyed better than talking tactics. It was something at which she excelled, and most of the time, to her own mind, anyway, she didn’t excel at much. “Well. They’re tryin’ to hide somethin’, I s’pose, or maybe they need to keep things locked up because there’s somethin’ in here they don’t want let out.”

      “Like what?” All the while Geller was asking questions, she was studying the area and formulating a plan.

      “Well, when me village came down with th’ Deathbell Disease, th’ rest of th’ villages sent archers what circled our land, and any time folk tried to run a’fore they came down with th’ fever, they’d kill ‘em. So, I s’pose when th’ walls were put up, maybe there were a fever or somethin’ what needed locked inside? What’s yer word fer it? Ya ken? A bad fever what spreads and kills.” She looked over at Jenx with raised brows.

      Jenx supplied the answer. “A plague.”

      “Aye, a plague.” Ailith knew all too well the dangers of a plague, and she stopped dead in her tracks. Her voice held more than a little fear when she said, “Fowk, Prime. Do ya think…?”

      Geller was an experienced enough leader that she knew she needed to take time to reassure her shiv before Ailith’s imagination ran amuck. “Think about it, Shiv. We came in through a hole in th’ roof, aye? Don’t that tell ya that folk from th’ Codpiece—nobs, pidges, skellis an’ nints—been coming in and out of here for a while now? Have ya seen a plague in th’ Codpiece since ya been here?”

      Ailith relaxed and mentally kicked herself for not thinking of that on her own. “No, Prime. Yer right, it’s just that th’ fowkin’ plague….” She shook her head.

      “When somethin’ scares ya like that, always take th’ time, if ya can, to think. Ya knew th’ answer up there in that hardheaded noggin of yers. It just took me asking ya to think before yer imagination got th’ better of ya. When ya become a Blade, Ailith, yer not gonna have Jenx or me around telling ya to think. So, start thinking on yer own, aye?”

      “Aye, Prime.” Ailith rubbed the back of her neck to ease some of the strain she felt creeping into her muscles.

      Geller started forward again and, after not too many more steps, held her torch over a skeleton. “Now, what can ya tell me about th’ bones? What do ya see?”

      “Can I come close?”

      “Aye.”

      Ailith stepped forward and squatted. Dead bodies didn’t bother her. She’d seen her share during her time in the army and had carted untold numbers of the dead, many of them her friends, to the burial pile where they could be burned and sent on to the Gods. “He were a soldier, see?” She pointed to a metal brace hanging loosely around the forearm bone. “An archer what were left-handed, judgin’ by the fact he’s wearin’ th’ cuff on th’ right arm.” Quite often, if an archer had some extra coin, instead of using a leather brace on their forearm, they’d pay to buy thin pieces of metal they could wrap around their arm to protect it from the bowstring. Ailith tilted her head back but couldn’t see far enough into the dark to find the crossbow that had shot the arrow lying inside the ribcage. “But—” She squinted at the arrow. “That’s no a bolt from a crossbow.”

      Both Geller and Jenks held their torches higher, allowing them to see a fully loaded crossbow strapped to a post. This time, it was Jenks who asked the question. “According to legend, Ailith, this building’s been closed up for centuries. Why do you think the straps binding those crossbows and the bowstrings haven’t rotted out by now?”

      “Well, I were thinkin’ that same thing about th’ tripwires, too, and th’ answers in th’ name. Wires. They used wires instead of leather thongs, twine, or rope. They wanted this place locked up fer a long time, and they planned against th’ rot.”

      Geller handed her torch to Ailith, unstrapped her sword belt, and handed that to her as well. “I’m goin’ up to see what I can find. I figure if they set th’ traps, they had to have a way back down, even if they were walled up in here afterward. They probably didn’t know settin’ these traps were th’ last thing they’d ever do fer their masters.”

      Ailith opened her mouth to say something and then thought better of it and shut it again.

      Geller noticed and wanted to reinforce the fact that Ailith had actually thought before blurting out the first thing that came into her head. “Yer thinkin’, Shiv. That’s good. Now tell me what’s on yer mind.”

      Ailith looked up into the darkness. “Yer not gonna like what I’m thinkin’.”

      “Nothing new ‘bout that. But I asked ya what yer thinkin’, and I expect an answer.”

      “I’m a better climber than you are, Prime. I should be th’ one goin’ up.”

      Geller’s eyes narrowed. “Do ya think I’d send a shiv up into th’ rafters full of crossbows aimin’ every which way, locked and loaded, instead of going meself?”

      “No. That’s why I shut me mouth.”

      Geller reached behind her back to shift the knife sheathed there into a more comfortable position for climbing. “The’ two of ya stay here. Don’t go wanderin’. I’m bettin’ there’s more of those tripwires scattered about.” She walked to one of the walls where the irregular pattern of the ladder-blocking between the studs allowed her to climb while maintaining control of the torch.

      Most of the beams and trusses holding up the roof were exposed, and Ailith tried to figure out how the Prime was going to get across to the loaded crossbow she’d pointed out earlier. It was a lot like climbing through a forest, she decided, moving from one tree to the next until you arrived at your destination.

      When Geller reached the first exposed ceiling joist, she swung a leg over, giving herself a platform from which she could survey the immediate area around her. The darkness was absolute up in the rafters, and lifting the torch high, she started at her far right and carefully moved it slowly across her body. As the torch reached her centerline, she took it with her left hand and illuminated the area to her left.

      Ailith called out, “There, Prime, did ya see it?” She pointed to where the light from the torch had glinted off what she thought was probably a steel wire.

      It was too dark to see much of anything, but Geller squinted towards where Ailith was pointing. “I don’t see nothin’, Shiv. What are ya seein’?”

      “I’m no sure, but I think it’s th’ tripwire.” She ran her hand from left to right, tracing the path the wire would take if it continued in a straight line.

      Geller shimmied forward on the joist, trying to find what Ailith was seeing. “Stop me if ya see somethin’ I don’t. Th’ more eyes we have on this, th’ better.”

      Ailith called up to her. “Yer almost right on top of it.”

      Geller leaned to the side. “Aye. Now I see it. Good spottin’, Shiv.” She inched forward, holding the torch high and moving it along the wire to see where the other end was attached.

      It was Jenx who called out this time. “There, a crossbow. Do you see it?”

      “Aye, I see it. Not th’ one that hit th’ lad before he were a pile of bones, then. It’s pointin’ away from both of ya, so I’m gonna trigger it so I can move forward.” Bracing against a cross beam with the hand holding the torch, Geller retrieved her belt knife and leaned over so she could reach the wire.

      She’d just placed the blade beneath it when Jenx shouted, “Stop!”

      Geller froze.

      “When you moved the torch up to grab that beam, I thought I saw the light reflecting off another wire going off to your right. Up high, just there.” With one finger following the line she thought she’d seen, she traced an imaginary line so Geller would have a better chance of seeing the wire.

      Growling to herself about the “Fowkin’ bastards what set th’ traps,” Geller replaced the knife in its sheath and looked down at Jenx to see exactly where she was pointing. When she had her bearings, she looked back and switched the torch from her left to her right hand. Slowly sweeping the torch in an arc to her right, she froze when she saw the wire. As the light followed the wire’s path, it illuminated something that made Geller’s blood run cold. She quietly muttered, “Fowk.”

      Not ten paces away, a second crossbow was aimed directly at her chest. She scooted back on the beam until the bolt would cross in front of her instead of slicing through her body. No use tempting fate by staying in place to think. She looked down at the other two women. “Jenx, do ya see that pole over to th’ right? It’s one of th’ support beams rotted and fallen to th’ floor.”

      Not in the least surprised that Geller had a back-up plan, probably two or three back-ups if she knew her Prime, Jenx obediently looked to her right and saw the partially rotted beam lying on the floor. “I see it.”

      Being accustomed to heights still didn’t make it any less dizzying to stare down from the height Geller had climbed. She scooted
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