
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Contents

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	

	 


Chapter 1

	Two roads diverged in a yellow wood

	It rains on nights like these; in part, as a matter of good taste, and in part because it’s always raining in Lleywa. When it isn't raining, it's drizzling; when neither raining nor drizzling, it opts to storm; when storm, rain and drizzle aren't an option, in the depths of winter, it makes to sleet. It is a nation without a winter, its people proudly proclaim, unless you count the sixteen or so hours during which it grows cold enough to snow and the rain gets out of the way. Similarly, it's a nation without much of a summer, either. Whether out of habit or for dramatic purpose, though, it rained on this night, on the mountain passes of Lleywa.

	From time to time, people who meet with the Lleywa nobility wonder why the castles are always constructed on high edges of mountains, overlooking valleys, and they are usually given the simple answer of "Piss off and mind your own business," showing the typical Lleywan level of aristocracy. The more dignified amongst them, the old money, however, are kind enough to accord a better reason, or at least one more likely to continue the conversation: "The first Thane of Lleywa was a shepherd, who stood behind his people, and watched over them in the night."

	That conversation typically ends when someone reasonably points out that that's creepy.

	The narrow ways down the mountainsides, however, were built out of stone, not dirt, which meant that during the rain - which, to reiterate, was always - they didn't turn to churning, wet slurry that turned downwards travel into slow-acting death sentence. Dangerous, yes, but a surefooted horse could manage them, if slow.

	The rider could not afford slow. The rider could even less afford death, but it was a compromise they'd manage as best they could. 

	Thunder tore holes in the sky, and lightning showed them. The rain sheeted down, a vertical river that seemed to hit the stone hard enough to make it wince. The Rider pushed on, bundle tucked under its arm. Warm lights in a dark outline of the castle behind spoke of a household too, too awake for the hour of the morning; the village below lay dark and silent. Perhaps the mother's screams of anguish, the father's yells of joy and the servants' exasperated sighs of relief, could have broken the thunder's bellowing. Perhaps the rider could hear some of it being lost in the thunder. Perhaps the rider could feel some of those tears being lost in the rain.

	In the vast, interconnected web of powers and favours that nobles weave to separate themselves from the lessers, and to determine who is right - for now - and who is legally dead - for now - thick, clean lines are necessary, no, mandatory, to keep from civil wars and bloodstained ambitions. The Lleywan nobility had made a practice of having a single child whenever they could, and a nation of shepherds found remarkable ways to be resourceful about keeping breeding numbers low. The people outside of Lleywa joked about it having something to do with the sheep. The people inside Lleywa, particularly the witches and midwives (who so often were the same thing) preferred herbed roots, teas and careful applications of oils, which put the control of such things in the hands of the women, rather than the men, and also happened to work. 

	Lleywa was not a large nation, and the castle did not oversee a large part of it. A second child could ruin everything, and they knew it - two lions born in the same litter rarely ever ended up well. And the rider did what was asked, and committed a great, dark sin in the name of a noble lord who would, with all of the strength in his arms, kill the rider the second it became an option.

	The rider reflected on this much: A flight in rain, a terrible duty, and a noble bloodline: There was destiny afoot, this night. And the rider showed Lleywa the back of a horse that would never be so fortunate as to return to the rich stables to which it had been accustomed. 

	Tucked in tight against the saddle, made as comfortable as possible, the baby hid under the rider's shadow and was, at the least, spared the rain.

	In any circumstance such as these, there seem to be a great number of simpler solutions. The nastiest is to kill a child, to declare it stillborn and show it as evidence. There's a problem with that plan, though, aside from it being dreadfully immoral and massively traumatising to the people involved. To kill a nobleman's son isn't just murder, though. It's not even just murder of the son of an influential man, a man who owns property and a big sword and has deep enough pockets to employ steady, mean people who are experts in finding people or ending them. No, killing a noble's son is dangerous because of what it means to be a noble. How those people are set apart from the people, in Lleywa, that they look over, or more often, overlook. A noble traces their bloodlines, messy and stained as they are, back to a King (and it is always a King). The King is special. The King is chosen by God. Sometimes, if you reach back far enough, the King is painted like the sun and is god, or as close to as any might imagine. 

	To kill a noble is to reach up through that line and to tug at the beard of God himself - and it is always himself. Killing a noble is, in part, killing a king, and that, for some reason, is set aside as a special kind of evil. 

	That there are people out there who think killing an infant can be made measurably more horrible should tell you everything you need to know about nobility.

	And so, the rider rides. A long-lost brother is not the worst of all things. And who knows - perhaps, some day, in the future, something will break, and the kingdom would be glad of having a spare. 

	Down in the valleys of Lleywa, the sheep kept their heads down and under leaves. They didn't know much about the path or movement of riders, or the turning and moving of kingdoms - but so much of the kingdom relied on them to keep moving around. At least seventeen years passed, and with them, many, many sheep. Yet, there were still enough sheep, still grazing, and they knew as much about the rider and the baby as the sheep that had seen them.

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	Beautiful young women were in style in Timoritia these days, continuing a trend of some six hundred years. Oh, beautiful had always moved around a little. Some years, beautiful meant tall and thin and gaunt, and coincidentally, when the plague struck, those traits were seen as very much not beautiful any more. Beautiful these days typically meant possessing skin that was smooth and uniform in its colour and texture, ideally a paler colour (not that there was anything wrong with those people with dark skin, per se, no, we just don’t like them quite so much around here, and it’ll be better for everyone if they keep to themselves, let me tell you,) with some form of long hair that was elaborate enough to serve as a canvas for clear effort, but not a sign of too much effort. After all, a young woman who spent too much time on her hair clearly thought a bit too much of herself, and we can’t be having that. 

	Aderyn was therefore, almost perfectly positioned in time to stand on the cusp of being an adult just as her particular look was about to become fashionable. Again. Just like it had been for most of the century. There was something about heart-shaped faces, bowlike lips, wide, expressive, blue eyes and fair platinum-blonde hair that makes the typical bard slick back his – or her – hair and assume this particular sonnet’s going to be an easy one. 

	“Eryn! G’mawning to you!”

	“Good morning, Mister Bauer,” she responded, her voice like a silvery charm, pronouncing every letter clearly. 

	“Never forget a name, do y’, lassy?” called the barn-wide man, pushing back his battered blue cap with one huge callused hand. His stall was mostly grains, small sacks and stacks designed to be purchased by inner-city businesses that did not need much. The main value at Mr Bauer’s stall was the ledger underneath the counter, where he took account of the givings and takings of every farmer between the walls of Timoritia and the North Sea, easily a hundred fifty kayem span of land. 

	“I do seek to be polite, Mr Bauer!” She laughed, turning slightly as she went, bounce in her step while she skirted around his stall. “As befits a young lady, yes?”  

	Mr Bauer’s powerful yell-laugh-snort combination faded into the loud hawkings of the Parcel Street Market. Like a great living beast, the market’s voice swelled and roared around her while she walked, her hands tucked behind her back politely, her hair in a braid that just reached between her shoulder blades. When she passed a stall keeper she recognised, she smiled, and nodded her head – and she recognised everyone. Each step was carefully before the next, while she laughed and nodded and did not let any polite banter, any call for her attention from one of the stall keepers slow her walk.

	Parcel Street was one of the many snarling, naturally grown parkways that connected and bordered parts of the great city. Rather than a line from one point to another, it was more of a bulging, bowing near-circle, cobbled in the middle but rarely saw either horse or cart, because it was too commonly full of people. 

	Beautiful young ladies were definitely in fashion, though that was really the only concession towards fashion that Aderyn had bothered to make. While other Young Ladies favoured skirts that reached the floor as a sign of status, she never felt it wise to leave her quarters like that. Smooth brown suede pants hugged her legs, contrasting in colour with a sensible pair of grey, flat boots. She wore a blouse of apron style, with a small skirt from the front and back, a wide belt, but wore the neck high, the sleeves snug down to her elbows, leaving her forearms free. It was not particularly high fashion, but it was practical for a lovely walk, fresh and clean of a morning. 

	“Final exams today, isn’t it?”asked Mrs Sepper, who hadn’t been turning much profit this week, but she didn’t really need much money from her sales of bottles and jars, thanks to her four sons who had all established businesses and were quite happy to do some work to take care of their mam, and one of them was still single, if Aderyn wanted to meet him, he was a real dusky beauty compared to her, took after his father, don’t you know. She raised one of her glasses, glinting with what wasn’t likely apple juice this time of the morning, and cast a smile Aderyn’s way while she gave that half-turn without slowing.

	“Oh yes!” Aderyn said, smiling in turn, a veritable beam. Hands clasped behind herself, she raised her shoulders. “Just a little bit of study this afternoon and then it’s off to the Examination Hall!” 

	“Well good luck, young lady!” cawed the old woman. “I’ll be sayin’ a little prayer for you!” 

	“Thank you!” called Aderyn. Smoothed down her blouse, stepped out of Parcel street, her purchases of fresh bread and butter tucked under one arm, and turned sharply back towards the boarding house. It was a busy, busy day, after all – there was still plenty of study to be done for her theory topics at the Guild of Assassins.  

	*

	When wise men sit down to steal the notes of the wise women who did all the research, they speak of the universal forces that bind everything together. The smallest objects are bound by their own force, then another force binds them together in another way and onwards and onwards upwards to gravity, which gets to do all sorts of fun stuff like pull drifting packets of gas in the cosmos together into single locations, pile them up together until the piling itself generates heat, which generates light and all sorts of fun things happen. 

	The knowing of it, that gathering things together brings about side effects, informs the eye when it looks at the world.

	Consider the city of Timotiria. Everywhere has a city like it, eventually. A city of two million people, or more, depending on one’s view of the poor. Pile enough people in one place and some things naturally occur, as side effects. People devise ways to solve the problems that come about from too many people. They create sewage systems (though not as quickly as you'd hope), they create roads, they create buildings and eventually, eventually, they get around to creating writing and taxation. What follows swift upon that is money. 

	Money's a mysterious thing. It has a gravity all of its own. When you gather enough money together in one space, it starts to warp even people's perceptions of value, of time, and then, most strangely, money itself. 

	While gravity is what allows fun things to happen, time is what those fun things happen in. Time is the currency that a mushroom spends to drive its soft, spongy nothingness up through a concrete slab. Time is how a species of monkeys tumble out of trees and wind up at chartered accountancy without ever having their brains quite adjust to the difference. 

	Consider the word Assassin.

	 Once upon a time, a political movement needed people willing to do anything, commit any act, and the best solution to this they could conjure was the use of a type of drug called hashish. Hashish was used to induce a stupor, and then the consumers were carried covertly to a secret place and told fascinating lies and fantasies they, in their altered state, about what would happen to them when they achieved their ends. These people, these hashish-im became feared because of their willingness to die, their willingness to commit any act. 

	Then the tales travel to the northern places, away from the people who owned it, to the lands of people who already would do any horrible act in the name of a far more mundane thing, like God or Royalty or Territory, and they didn’t need any drugs to put them on that path. They were also sloppy at pronouncing words, so the hashishim of this place became known as the assassins. 

	In time, laws got involved, and the task of assassination became, rather than committing atrocities while completely high off your face on hallucinatory drugs, the task of killing another human being for political and not personal aims. Then, it slowly turned and the smooth bits wore off it and it became killing another person for professional reasons, because lawyers could make much mileage out of that. And as with the candle makers and butchers and bakers and wyre-drawers and saltier, a coalition of people with this particular trade took it upon themselves to handle the business at a professional level. Professional killers, after all, needed to be as professional as possible.

	Therefore, an Assassin was to be a Professional in the most pure sense of that term. Just as the Thieves’ Guild created a smaller, more publically acceptable guild – Accountancy – the Assassins’ Guild grew up from the places known as the Black Books. Nobles began to send their sons there, to learn the ways of the knife, which also meant they became better at avoiding knives. More and more young men – and yes, women – came to join the Guild, because even if you never intended to stab anyone, being a Professional Professional was a great opportunity, not to mention the networking potential that it presented. 

	That’s how the term Assassin came to mean Intimidating and Cool Person of Noble Birth. It barely ever involved any killing at all, these days.

	Barely ever.

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	Draftfane prison, known by the guards as The Fane, stood in the outskirts of Timoritia’s central districts, built in part out of the walls that had once been the border between the city and the surrounding landscape. Three storeys tall and one storey deep into the ground, the stone held no windows, shared no sound, and had no neighbours proud of where they lived. The prisoners in Draftfane were thrown in cells and given food regularly enough to ensure that they didn’t die.

	 Draftfane was a place you dropped people when you had no intention of ever pulling them out again. 

	 “Dare say you’re wasting your time, Father,” the guard said, as she pulled the heavy iron grille aside, stepping into the small chamber. Arm to the wheel, she braced for a moment, before putting her weight behind it, starting the long, rattling song of the chains that opened the next security door.

	“I’ve heard that before – ah, and, it’s Brother, actually.” 

	The guard smiled at him, but it wasn’t a particularly thoughtful smile. It never paid to be mean to a priest, as any guard could tell you. If nothing else, letting priests visit prisoners was a good way to keep prisoners calm. Dead prisoners were an irritation, required paperwork, sometimes made a mess. Better to have them hopeless and faithful, a combination that the church had been using for generations. 

	“Brother, huh?” she said, unlooping a key from her belt and casting her eye over the priest. It was that surname – Fratarelli – that had tripped her up. Father Fratarelli, just rolled off the tongue – and he sure looked like a father. He looked like the sort of priest you saw in children’s books full of adventure and fun, the sort who rode on the cart behind the hero and gave acts of goodnatured mischief some air of legitimacy. She wasn’t the tallest guard in the world, but even her average height was over him. Couple his shortness with his near-spherical waistline, and Brother Fratarelli gave the impression of a much larger priest who had been at some point accidentally squashed. Still, he had the unremarkable face, brown hair- bald on top - and brown eyes of a man who would never stand out if not for his short stature. 

	The key mechanism finally clicked, and the second door slid open, interrupting her pointless staring. “Yes, brother,” said the priest, gesturing for her to proceed. “A father oversees a whole parish – it’s a term of some respect. Alas, I have not done my proper time as a deacon.”

	The guard didn’t say the words I don’t care but it was remarkably easy to hear it when she spoke. “You got a particular reason to speak to this one?” she asked, leading him down the center of the hall, past cell after cell. Blank stone walls, into which were set stout wooden doors, reinforced with steel, a thin grille in the door, rolled past them in ranks. The walls heard nothing, the door said nothing. Nobody would cry out, because in Draftfane, there was nobody to hear. 

	“Well, it was something the judge said sentencing him.” Brother Fratarelli began – only to be cut off with a barking yell.

	“Let me guess – the worst murderer in Timoritia?” 

	“Ah, yes!” the priest said, his steps a little quicker than hers, in order to keep up with her longer legs. “The bills presented quite a lurid story – three murders, quite terrible.”

	“You only read the newsbill’s story, right, Father?”

	“Brother. Yes?” 

	“Seems you didn’t quite get the whole of the tale. The judge did say he was the worst murderer in Timoritia, but he didn’t mean what you think.”

	“Three murders isn’t terrible...?”

	“Oh, it’s pretty bad!” the guard laughed. For all the fear there was of criminals in the courts, a criminal with multiple murders to his name was a rare thing, since those people rarely were caught. Mostly, they were killed, in the nastier types of bar, for the pettiest of reasons. “But the judge meant he was incompetent.”

	“I-incompetent? Did the victims not die, or something...?”

	With a swing in her step, the guard held up three fingers. “Follow along with me here-”

	“I don’t have much option, officer.” 

	“First, the burglary victim. Some drunk lad in his home, killed him with a kitchen knife. See, that tells us he wasn’t planning. Grabbed someone else’s knife and used it in a desperate moment – then stabbed his victim twelve times. Twelve! Don’t mind telling you, brother, but when you kill a man, you work it out pretty quick when they’re dead. Tells us that our murderer panicked. Bolted out of the house, too! So he tries to be a burglar, becomes a murderer, then fails to make any take. That’s a bad business, that is.”

	Brother Fratarelli blanched at that. “Yes, it... it was quite a fearsome crime.”

	“Nah, it was a crap crime. Kid didn’t know what he was doing, messed up, and became a murderer in a panic. Next crime? Two nights later, he tries to catch a businessman on his way out of the city for his ticket on a train out of town. Completely messes it up – steals the ticket, kills the man and dumps him in the river. Panic, again, right? Most of the time killers get a taste for it, work out how to do it better the second time. Not this one,” she all-but-snickered. “Gets rid of the body, sure, gets caught with his ticket on him out of the city – name on it and all!”

	“I... see. That was part of the evidence?”

	“Damn straight. Then – with the guard hunting him for a murder, and a businessman’s ticket in his pocket, this jackass went to a church to... I dunno, confess?” she laughed again, shrugging. Gallows humour was a necessity in her job. “Heads down to Father Grenouille, by the fourteenth church, takes silver candlesticks from the reliquary. Apparently, didn’t like what Father had to say in confession, so he chases him out of the confessional, up the damn stairs to the clock tower, and almost loses a fight with him.”

	“Is that... is that not normal?”

	“This kid’s maybe nineteen years old. Father Grenouille was sixty. You expect young men to lose fights with old guys like that?”

	“Ah...” Brother Fratarelli blanched, counting his own years in his head. “I suppose not.”  

	“It’s bad business to kill a priest, m’sure you know,” the guard said, waving her hand. “It’s far worse business to kill one on a roof, and fall off with him and land in the snow in front of two watch patrols having a smoke break near the church. Panicky and stupid but...” she shrugged. “That, that’s just bad luck.” 

	Finally, at the end of a hall, by a corner, another door. Another set of keys, and she had the door opened, her smile broad. “Ey, Raff!” she called into the cell, at the sullen mound in the corner. “We’ve got a priest here for your confession.” Turning to look down at the rounder man, she gestured into the cell with her thumb. “You need me to stay in there with you, Father?”

	Brother Fratarelli shook his head. “No, no... it sounds to me like I’m quite safe. I shouldn’t be long – how will I signal you when I’m done?”

	“Just tap on the door and call through it. You might have to holler,” she said, stepping out and closing the door behind her. 

	The cell was small, maybe four long steps on each side. A stool sat in the centre of the room, a pile of straw mounded in one corner, a bucket in the other. No window, but another metal grill, full of holes no wider than a finger, sat in a recess in the ceiling, the only option for light and air. Moving carefully through the grime and pulling the stool over to sit on it, Brother Fratarelli smiled, sitting down, his hands on his knees. 

	“Good morning, Rafe,” he said, pronouncing the name correctly. “Now, then. Before we get to your confession, I have a question.”

	The lump in the corner did not stir. In the grim darkness of the Draftfane prison, it was hard to see anything but basic shapes. Despite his age, he didn’t look it, the sort of young man who’d be called ‘boy’ until he was thirty. The boy had slender limbs gripped legs pulled up to his chest, dark prison clothes designed to hide dirt and scrubby brown hair that looked like it’d been cut with a knife.  Only one eye visible, he glared at the sitting priest. That long silence was finally broken by a long, drawn breath, punctuated by a single, moist cough. 

	Smoothing down his robes, Brother Fratarelli inclined his head, watching intently for Rafe’s reaction.

	 “Why did you lie about those murders?”

	 


Chapter 4

	The city of Timoritia was no island. It was on an island, but a very big island, an island so large it had multiple countries on it. Timoritia was the capital city of the Kingdom of Tiber, which was itself the prime nation on the Island of Arat. Arat had, depending on the weather, at least two other countries within its borders, including the ever-rainy Llewya to the western coast, and the eternal warfront of Hadrian to the north. Technically, there were other small principalities, baronies, and remote kingdoms on the main island, but as time had moved on, all but the most active of revolutionaries had accepted the local word for ‘king’ just meant the same thing as the Tiberan word for ‘baron,’ lest it suddenly come to mean the same thing as the Tiberan word for ‘target.’ 

	But Tiber did not end at the edge of the island! For across both sides of Tiber’s shores there were islands whose people sent coin back to Timoritia. They held docks, where ships broke harbour and made for the wide and open lands of other nations, claimed and constructed in the wilderness in the name of Tiber! 

	Thus Timoritia was the city at the heart of a nation, most important to an island, at the centre of a trade network, which itself held an empire, which controlled, by coin or by gun, roughly a third of the entire world. 

	The Tiberan empire was large, and the further one travelled from Timoritia, the less stability one could find. Out around the crests of far-off lands, towards the Jeru Salem, there were cities that called themselves Tiberan. There were people there, born on desert shores, who wore silks and ate dates and figs, and who had never felt rain that lasted from sunrise to sunset, who traded in Tiberan coin and spoke the Tiberan tongue, and considered themselves Tiberan citizens. Strung like beads on a necklace, these cities defended themselves against invasion, fought back, claimed territory, fell again, in an ever-increasing, elaborate dance, a cycle that constantly called brave warriors and generals from Timoritia’s military colleges and training yards to come, a single Tiberan penny on a loop around their throats, to these far-off places, to make war to defend borders of their homeland – some ten thousand kayems from where they were born. 

	*

	“Be not sorrowed, those that pass me by,” rose a lilting, gentle voice, in the quiet solace of the trench. The worst of the day’s sun had passed, and now the criss-crossing zig-zagging trench had some shape to it that lent a shadow down, in where the troops could walk and stand and wait, somewhere out of scorching sun that made the metal buckles of a uniform feel like little bullets too-near the skin. Someplace to sit and drink water cooled on the pan on the floor, in the dark, check who had made it through the day, and sing the songs that spoke of heather and holly, rather than deserts and death.

	“Oh shut the hell up.”      

	Well, some wanted to sing those songs.

	Vince adjusted his cap and sat on his gunny – a sack stuffed carefully with everything he owned on the journey in a way to make a decent pillow-or-seat – with a sour expression. His had been the song, and he had been quite intent on soaring on those words – but politeness was baked in deep to his bones, and when someone told him to shut up, he did it without thinking. Then, in the quiet and polite way of a young man, he fumed at Leigh for telling him to be quiet. His seat was still partly in the sun, while the smaller woman, uniform sleeves rolled down despite the heat, pressed herself against wooden slats next to him trying to avoid the viperlike sting of the sky. 

	“You’re not bothered by the sun? You goddamn reptile,” spat his compatriot, scrubbing her hand through her white hair. Leigh barely had made the height to sign up, but she’d fought for every cim she could in the training. White-blonde hair, cut short in a military style bob, she was the kind of young woman who’d spent most of her life overhearing someone saying, ‘if only she’d stop scowling.’ It hadn’t improved her disposition any, and now here she was, in the middle of the desert, firing long guns against entrenched enemies and hoping for some sort of conclusion. “I’m from the north, we don’t handle the sun well.”

	Vince considered that, but immediately his expression betrayed a discrepancy. “Aren’t you from Brighaven? That’s barely a half-day north of Timoritia.”

	“It’s north of Timoritia!” Leigh shot back.      

	“Yes, but there are other things that are more north.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, just off the top of my head, there’s half of Tiber and all of Hadrian.” 

	“That’s just a technicality. Also, I hate you.”

	Vince considered that, and shrugged his shoulder. The tin cup in his hand was warm, too warm, but the water within it was marginally less so. Everything was about hot fluids these days. Once upon a time, he’d signed up because it was a nice sounding job in an office that involved tracing paths for mines and machines. When ‘Royal Engineers’ had been commissioned to start placing those mines and machines, everything about the job had become immediately less desirable. A trace of islander blood in him had given him a tolerance for the sun and an olive complexion, further contributing to his paler compatriot’s belief that he was some sort of reptile capable of living on sunlight.

	“They hate us.” 

	Vince and Leigh both looked up at that voice. She’d come over the top, dragging a chain and a gun back from the Land of None  twice in the day, and when she’d landed the second time, it was still and silent. Vince had checked on her, found her unconscious, and probably not dying, and let her be. Better unconscious, really – if she’d gone over the top twice, that was twice more than most soldiers were willing to go. Sometime after the fighting had died down, she’d hunkered down next to the heavy gun, which cast its shadow with the wall’s, and hid there like a feral cat. 

	“Hello,” Vince said, “Are you okay?”

	The woman dragged in a ragged breath and planted one hand on her gun, pulling herself up to standing with a rattle of chains. “I’m out in the middle of nowhere being shot at and spat on by people who don’t like dogs,” she said, as if that made some sort of coherent sense. “I’m fucking dandy.”

	Leigh narrowed her eyes as the redhead stood, and quietly cursed her for being taller – and for having a big cool scar across her cheek, and shoulders, and a bigger gun. Leigh thumped her shoulders back against the wood. “You think they hate us?” she asked, gesturing with the tip of her rifle to the edge of the trench. 

	The redhead squinted over at Leigh – a white outline in the gloom of the shadow, with her bright hair and pale skin – and seemed about to speak before all the wind in the world was sucked away.

	“They don’t hate us, me law,” came a monstrous bellow, “they’re fighting us because we’re over here, and we’re fighting them because they’re over there.” It wasn’t even a bellow. To every soldier in that trench, it was the bellow. 

	General Yull Bachthane, the Mad Qisar of Timoritia, was walking the trench. 

	Easily two hundred cims tall and eighty-five wide at the shoulder, Yull stood like he was waiting for the world to blink. Half the generals of the Tiberan army were hundreds of miles away, communicating via rolled cables to the front, but here he was, leading every charge and going over the top like he was made of mere flesh and bone just like everyone else. Over the Top? Quite appropriate really - everything about the man was over the top. Vince remembered being taught very carefully as a child to use his ‘inside voice,’ but in the time he’d been serving under General Yull, he’d become convinced that Yull hadn’t even heard of inside. Lords knows he’d never been seen there – always out on porches, or near tents, with a gun nearby. Hell, Yull still wore his sword, and he used it. Even his head seemed to be perpetually in the middle of a vast war with outdoors – he didn’t seem to sheen or sweat even in the heat. With nothing but his skin to protect him, Yull protected himself with his uniform, sometimes a brace, never a helmet, and an enormous black, bushy black beard, which right now he had tied up and soaked in water.

	Water!

	Water he was carrying in a large, heavy milk can one-handed. A can that had been in officer’s storage, built into one of the bunkers, underground, in the cool, closed air, until the battle broke. Water that was cold.  Water that he was-

	“Cups up now, law, I don’t want you spilling the good shit,” the general of a dozen wars laughed, tipping the can out into Vince’s cup. “You two, got a – that’ll do,” he laughed, as the pair frantically hauled out their cups. You didn’t look good fortune in its face, as he poured out water. 

	Leigh was halfway through her cup in one gulp when she looked up at the general, briefly resented him for having far too much height for any one person to ever need, then let gratitude at the taste cold water well up in its place. “We doing well, General?” 

	Yull leant to the side and peered at the top of the trenches. “Truth be told? It’s a pig’s arse out there. They’re confused, think they lost a general. I don’t like a panicky enemy like that – hard to get a surrender out of ‘em.”

	“Surrender?” Leigh coughed in her water. “I thought we were here for the Holy Land, sir.”

	Yull set the milk can down in the shade, rubbing the backs of his hands and adjusting his gloves – expensive, hard leather ones, made by some Timoritian shop for a general’s son who would, in turn become a general, then hand them on to his son who would become a general, and stand in this trench, in this time, in this place.  “No, that’s why I’m here, law. I’m here because there’s a push and there are nobles and knights. You’re here,” he said, pointing over the trenches, away from the front. “Because ten kayem back there, there’s the city of Bartholomew and there’re fourteen thousand souls there.” Then he pointed the other way. “Five kayems there, they’ve got the city of Bre’Tush, and last count I heard, eight thousand souls.”

	A hollow laugh from the redhead interrupted.

	Yull adjusted his tunic, then reached down to pick up the milk can. “Remember, the other bastard’s here because we’re here. We’re not trying to wipe them out. We’re trying to hit them hard enough that they don’t want us to hit them any more, y’hear?” He punctuated the hopelessness with a loud laugh that somehow made what he said sound hopeful. 

	Just as the general was about to continue his long walk along the trenches, though, a hammering of feet came from behind him. Hard shoes on pressed earth, jingling of keys and cables – it was a messenger, not a soldier.

	“General Yull!” 

	The massive man turned, stroking his beard with one hand while he waited for the messenger to catch up. A few moments to breathe, in the impossible heat, before he raised his chin to the messenger. “Report.”

	The messenger held out a metal tube, “Express path, General Yull, all the way from Timoritia.  It’s the Vox Coronate – sir, they’re calling you back. They’re calling us back.” And it was impossible to hide the hope in his voice. Valiant and true, stout and brave, whatever terms a soldier wanted to earn, they all seemed earned enough the second morning he woke up in mud that was more blood than water.

	Three soldiers and a messenger stood silent while they watched their General, their commander, the Lion of Timoritia, holding the thin film of paper in his hand. Not a one of them was old enough to remember a military that wasn’t defined by General Yull, the Mad Lion of the North Rush. They learned in basic training, techniques with a rifle and a trench that he had invented. 

	Yull was a man they all knew to stand at the front of a charge, and to never retreat. In the burning sunset of a nation they’d never known, though, it was awful hard to care about the glory of the Tiberan Empire, and more about the hopes a soldier could have for a cold drink, fresh socks, and a soft bed.  

	Yull scratched at his beard, finger vanishing into it, while he folded up the paper and tucked it away. Then, his decision made like a crack in the earth, he wheeled one arm, and bellowed, voice fit to tear the sky. “For fucks’ sake! Alright, law! Drag up! Fall back!” he turned and his crimson cloak, tattered at the edges and burned at the bottom, swirled about him with great drama. “Every sword, back to the line!” massive metal feet thundered through the mud, sending waves that boomed. “We’re falling back to Bartholemew!” 

	There wasn’t any hesitation from the four standing with him, running to fall in step behind him, following in the trenches. “Are we waiting on reinforcements, General?”

	“Arse to that,” the massive Lleywan roared. “You soldiers? Grab your gunnysacks! The Coronate wants me back in Timoritia personally, and we’ll move faster without the army. The swords here will hold just fine – hell, under Casten, they’ll probably just siege up and be done in a few weeks anyway.” Spitting fire, his fists clenched, he pointed at the messenger. “You. How far’d you come?”

	“Um, me, sir? I’ve been riding four days–“

	“Good! Then you’ve the best path out of here. Come on, me law, we’re heading out of here.”  

	 


Chapter 5

	The Vox Coronate, the Voice of the King, stood in authority over the city of Timoritia. It was not literally the orders of the king, but words written and given the authority as if the king had said it. An office originally founded during times of war, the Vox Coronate was designed to allow military orders to be issued to deal with political threats represented by generals.  No general liked orders from Vox Coronate – they spoke either of a king trying to oversee strategy without awareness, or a member of the noble class with ambition.

	Tiber had a Monarchy Absentia political structure. This structure derived its authority from a King, whose power was divine, and the City, whose power was just there, and when the king could not act, it was the duty of nobles to act for him. Thanks to what most Nobles referred to as That Unpleasantness, however, the position of king was permanently empty. 

	Many nobles wanted to claim a position on the big fancy golden seat – quite a few too many. Like three fat men and one very fat lady trying to push their way through a narrow doorway, there was a lot of jostling and shoving to no actual progress, and a power vacuum beyond the doorway sealed them in tight. In the mean time, those people occupied themselves in the doorway with lots of pressing, grunting, shoving and a bit of seduction. 

	At any given point in history, those noble families and their names had grown and wilted in prominence, but so far a full century had passed with the throne empty. There was always someone whose noble heritage was just noble enough, who had the right mix of legitimacy and arrogance to reach out with one hand, only to find themselves dragged backwards anew by the concentrated efforts of the other three. 

	For now, the noble houses came in four basic flavours, much like food: The Goranges (sticky and weighty and make you regret it later), the Dulfs (spicy and eyewatering), the Rangsts (excessively sweet and prone to inducing headaches) and the Chilvers (old, watery and mouldy).

	Popular rumour was that the Gorange family earned their first bank's worth of gold selling rope and rigging to privateers and pirates. It showed in their dealings, at the least; Gorange banks were happy to loan money, even to whole guilds, and would give extension upon extension. The Gorange would always loan you plenty of rope, and you'd be expected to use all of it when the time came to hang yourself. You wouldn't know that you'd angered the Goranges, at least not until the morning you woke up with an incredible officious and meticulously penned letter that ended with Lord Gorange is quite annoyed.

	When discussing families that could literally put ten centuries of genealogy onto paperwork, calling the Dulfs young seemed ridiculous, but so did calling them a proud military family, which they unfailingly did at every opportunity. A single generation out of step with the others and suddenly they were the young up-and-comers, proving themselves in war after war after war, in which the Dulf fortune mostly was used to hire mercenaries as conscripts. But if a man had a Dulf coin in his pocket when the time came to collect his boots, then that counted as Dulf military achievement. The Dulfs had assured their fellows that they offered the city the finest military that money could buy, and it was a miracle that nobody seemed terrified by that. 

	The Rangst family were people people, as they were fond of telling other people, and they did so with the enthusiasm and dogged determination to be believed of a serial killer and managed it with the same sort of charm. The Rangsts had been the ones to come up with the idea of investment and shares and in the process exploded what it meant to be rich, and then because that didn't quite do justice any more, moved on to talk about being wealthy. As with all great innovators, the techniques they developed were employed by the other noble houses just as well, if not better, especially in the hands of the achingly patient Goranges and the bonelessly flexible Chilver, but the Rangsts could hold on to the certain knowledge that it was their idea, and that had to be worth something. It had to be, if they could find someone to buy it.

	And finally, the Chilvers. Nobility was often a matter of maintaining appearances, which often meant engaging in public conversations to project a clear image to their peers and fellows about the current state of things. What this most often becomes is a game in which everyone tries to come up with the most horrible thing transpiring at the moment, thanks to the Church doctrine of suffering as a sort of virtue. In this grand social game, known to the servant class as Misery Euchre, the Chilvers held all the trumps. They were the oldest of the families, and indeed, the family of the Last King. Some bookkeepers in the city's more upscale bars, who make a point of placing bets on games of Misery Euchre speak of the Chilver Rule: The longer any game with a Chilver takes, the final move will inevitably be, "Well, did I tell you about the time my great-great-grand-something was dragged off his throne and beheaded?"

	At that point, the game is over and the distribution of the winnings varies. Chilvers love to play this game as it vastly contributes to their public images as long-suffering, wistful and hard-done by nobles, whose prodigious wealth does nothing but allow them depression in comfort. 

	For almost a century, the defining work of the four great noble houses, and the smaller nobilities that orbit them, was a strange sort of inheritive calculus. There'd been a time when the proper way to take the throne involved raising an army, tromping through the wide streets with it, and shooting or stabbing anyone who opposed, or, at the least, was in the way. Not so, these days; the infamous resistance of the Guilded meant that when an army turned up at the gates they found them wide open and the people happy to show them down the street. Twice had someone stepped into the throne and been casually ignored while the natural digestion process of the city quietly turned their army into locals, then poor locals, then part of the criminal underclass. 

	These are the major Noble houses, after whom trail the affairs of kings and queens, and the century-empty throne of the Timotiria rests. Through political maneuvering, impoverishing, genealogical manipulation and even darker means, every major figure in every major family has in some fashion or another been declared excluded from the possibility of the Kingship – at least until someone else’s possible legitimacy has been dealt with.

	These are the major noble houses, playing their games with one another. 

	In their wake, tugged along by these tidal forces, are the minor noble families. 

	*

	It was very important to hold these meetings during the day. Night was the time when scoundrels and varlets drew together, when burglaries happened and when the poors drank themselves into loud, sloppy messes to contend with the woes of the next morning. In the dusk after a good meal, perhaps then it could be discussed, because that made it business, something to be spoken of with some sherry and a good cigar. Of course, that was time best reserved to actually discuss business, which meant this business had to wait. One couldn’t do this work during the afternoons before dinner, because one was expected to be near home for such things, and to ensure the servants had something to do. Mornings were out, too – because really, who was up and working before the ninth hour? Madness. These considerations where why at one in the afternoon, Marko Fiver walked down Upping Lane with the midday rain pattering off his helmet.

	Marko’s official job title, penned carefully on a script that also included some very satisfying coinage changing hands on a monthly basis, was an Estate Safety Manager. His duty, therefore, was to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the estate he worked. It sounded more important, more graceful, and more palatable to the high-brow ear of the Gorange family noble who signed that paper than bodyguard. Still, it was evident if you looked at him – Marko had the air of a professional hard man, someone who had found a way to purpose a gift for violence. 

	The helmet he wore was grilled in front, and blended in easily with hundreds of other guards in the City. It served to have something of a uniform, at least amongst the Major Noble Houses, so as to ensure that they could go about their business unhindered.  Without it, he would be too distinctive for this task – he had a shock of ink-black hair that fell down to his neck, bright blue eyes, and his clear, tanned skin was stained by a broad, cross-shaped scar on his right cheek.  

	The rain picked up, and Marko turned a corner, down to the small town-house, no more than three rooms, and rapped on the door, and waited. Moments standing still and considering what he was doing here, considering the nature of this meeting, were moments Marko did not want nor need – they were time when he could brew about how he’d been sent here. No passwords. No special codes. No official secrecy. That would make this something criminal. Marko seethed inwardly.

	The door opened, and suddenly Marko wasn’t alone with his thoughts. “Wardell.” He said, raising his chin in a salute. 

	“Whom may I say is calling?”

	“It’s me, Wardell, for god’s sake. It’s Marko.” As if timed perfectly, the rain doubled down, turning from a shower to more of a vertical bath. 

	“Oh! Oh yes,” Wardell said, stepping back, spreading his arm and holding the door open. “Come in!”

	“Know what this is about, Wardell?” Marko asked, pulling off his cloak and unbuckling his helm as he stepped out of the rain. 

	“Not really my place to say, Fiver,” Wardell said. Wardell was tall enough to look Marko in the eye, and pointedly didn’t. Blonde haired, brown eyed, and consistently unctuous, Marko couldn’t help but be bothered by the way people like Wardell treated him like he was somehow... noble. What bothered him even more was how easily people like Wardell melted into the area around him. It was as if somehow he stood between the world of the noble and common, and that notion did not make him feel comfortable at all.

	“Come on,” Marko grunted, setting his helm down by the door. “I know you listen-“

	“Do follow me, Fiver.” Wardell said, pulling the door closed, and locking it.  It wasn’t ‘Mr Fiver,’ or ‘Sir,’ but it was still his surname. Of course, as far as Marko knew, Wardell was the servant’s first name. 

	But servant wasn’t quite the right word, was it? A servant didn’t have shoulders like that, didn’t wear those fine, well-tailored leather gloves that protected his palms and left his fingertips free for fine work. Marko may have worn scars and armour, but he could tell in Wardell’s step that he was not the only soldier here. 

	The room had no windows, and an oil lantern in the centre of the room provided the only illumination. On Wardell’s direction, he moved to  stand by the lamp, looking around him, into the gloom. An old trick, one Marko knew, and one guards liked to exploit on outposts. The closer you were to light, the harder it was to see into darkness. 

	In the murk around him, figures shifted, and a white face appeared; a mask, obviously, featureless and smooth, without eyes and mouth. Then another, in the other corner of the room. Then another, and another.

	“Hello, Marko,” said one voice. Low, gravelly, but possibly a woman’s voice? Hard to tell. The room must have been otherwise empty, too, which made the voice echo off the ceiling and walls.  

	“We would like to know what you know about General Yull Bachthane."

	 


Chapter 6

	There’s a peculiar kind of corkscrew brain that enjoys studying for an exam.  You have to be able to sink into the words and the concepts, touching on things you already know to be true, and feel some sort of satisfaction as you reconnect them to your memory. It’s also important to maintain the illusion that information for passing the test is for some higher purpose than just passing the test – a lie that most people who experience exams fail to internalise. For Aderyn DuThane, the experience was further amplified in its enjoyment by an adulation of teasing her bunkmate. 

	Lady Quynn Lyzbyth Wyndsr had a heritage that spoke of nothing but the finest of china and the most polite, mannerly behaviour. Wyndsr Estates were extensive and reached from the northern edge of Hadrian all the way down to the heart of Timoritia. Compared to Aderyn – whose family owned what was, ultimately, a farming valley near a highway – she was practically royal. She’d have deserved a shot at the throne, really, if not for the unfortunate dalliance with The Wrong Religion a few generations back that had rendered her legally dead, or that she was technically both a Dulf and a Chilver by several removed relations – at least one of whom had been removed around the neck height and quite publically, at that.  

	Quynn was known to her friends as Queeny, and to everyone else, ‘that terrifying Wyndsyr ruffian.’ 

	Queeny never sat up at her desk when Aderyn was studying, and Aderyn had no idea at all what Queeny did when she was studying, because she never studied. Instead, she was on her bunk – the top one – on her back, her head hanging off the side, her mop of frizzy, golden curls hanging upside down. Queeny had dyed half of her hair hot pink to further stand out in a crowd and look confrontational, a form of personal expression she scarcely needed given the way her lower jaw was in perpetual jut. With her hair a tangled mess of jangling colours, and a stark black star painted on one cheek, she looked like a particularly exotic form of iced treat.

	Aderyn looked back down to her books, double-checking the answer she’d been given, running the stone in her hand against the dagger on the desk parallel to the handle, up by the tip. “No, Queeny, the Royal Palace is not defended by Corgis.”

	“Should be.” Queeny snorted – then, in her inverted position, spat, across the room, into the disused inkwell on her own desk. “Corgis are like, fairy knight horses.”

	“I rather think you’re making that up,” Aderyn said, turning the page with her left hand. “And while I may just be taking a guess here, I’m reasonably certain that it’s not going to be anywhere on one of the tests.”

	“Could be under culture.” Queeny said, rolling over and over, face first into her pillow.  

	“I don’t see why you’re even bothering, though.”Queeny grunted, her voice mostly muffled by pillow. Fortunately, Aderyn had had two years to learn to speak that particular language. “You could do what the smart kids are doing.”

	Aderyn turned the page in her notebook and cleared her throat – pinning the inference of smart kids against the page and giving another low, metallic grating sound to the room with the stroke of her stone against the knife. “And what, exactly, is that?”

	“Fiiiinally! A quiz question worth th’answerin’!”

	“Then answer it.”

	 “I spen’ th’ thirty an’ now ‘m’ loaded up with th’exam questions an’ answers. Gunna saaaail on through at this walk.”

	Aderyn opened her eyes wide, took a breath, then leant forwards over her desk. “Where did you get those?”

	“Ahah!” Queeny said, swinging her legs over the side of the bed, and sitting up, holding up a finger threateningly. “I did a favour for a favour an’ another favour – an’ now, I have th’ear of DuColome – Th’ Black Dove.” The accent slipped away when Queeny correctly pronounced the surname, and crashed right back as soon as she was done. “Y’know, th’gel that runs our floor.”

	Aderyn turned through her notes, looking for an entry labelled DuColome. “Oh, yes. DuColome,” she said, correcting Queeny’s pronunciation. “You know something about her?” she asked, lifting up a single piece of notepaper, upon which a swirl of red text tried to connect pieces of well-hidden information. 

	“I know they call her,” Queeny paused dramatically, lowering her voice, “The Colome.” 

	“That’s not what that means.”

	“So what?” she asked, flouncing backwards onto the bed again. “Thanks to her, I got what I paid for, and I figger that I spit half th’ answers right, that’s a pass, yeh?”

	“Wait, you have all the answers – all of them – and you’re planning on only trying for a pass mark?”

	“Well, I dun’ want the markers t’get suspicious.”

	The logic there was ironclad, at least. The nature of cheating in the Assassins’ Guild was that it was tacitly accepted, thanks to the fundamentally untrustworthy history the school had. After all, it was hard to train an entire generation of students how to climb walls, breach windows, pick locks, memorise text, and extract themselves leaving no trace of their presence, and not expect at least one or two of them to think about turning those skills on their educators when the time came for examinations. Pragmatically, the solution was that cheating was graded.  

	Just this year, the exam had been broken into seven parts, with two dummy parts that would not be part of the greater exam, and each part had been hidden around the city. Not on the Guild’s Campus, but out, in the city itself. There had been combination locks and barrel locks and one water lock, each a practical exam. What’s more, thanks to the methods of storage, none of the passages could easily be removed from their location – they had to be copied or memorised. 

	Aderyn turned a page. Honest study seemed much easier, in her mind. Another scrape against her knife, another passage of reading. “Are you prepared at least for the practical exam?”

	Queeny grinned. “Oh, come on.” In response, she swung one hand down to the edge of her bunk, and swung her legs out, holding them straight. Gripping with her left hand, she then lifted – and hauled her entire body’s weight up off the bed’s surface, keeping her legs ramrod straight. “You think,” breath, “climb-and-kill work is going,” breath, “to slow this powerhouse,” breath, “down?”

	Aderyn looked up at the back of her roommate’s legs. She could hardly deny what Queeny was capable of. “And if it’s a flat assignment? What if you’ve got a crowd to work with.” 

	Queeny had been a spot of contention during camouflage classes, where other students mocked her for being very, very easily spotted – not just because of her hair but also her fashion. Longer dresses than normal, rolled up sleeves, all of the ways she conducted herself were counter to conventional fashion. Nobody had been surprised that Queeny had scored in the bottom half of that class. Aderyn’s own marks had been a fairly unimpressive average – perfectly placed in the middle. 

	“Then I’ll bust out,” breath, “a secret weapon,” Queeny said, leaning forwards on the edge of the bed. “I’ll wear a damn hat.” 

	“Ah.” Aderyn considered that for a moment. “Why didn’t you ever wear a hat before?”

	“Because it wasn’t exams,” breath, “before. Besides, who cares,” breath, “about grades?” She shrugged. “Plus, it’s not like this,” breath, “target’s going to be able to run.”

	“Do you know that back in the day, the targets used to be live?” Aderyn asked, her tone hushed.

	“I heard they used to be,” breath “volunteers from the,” breath, “big families. You weren’t expected,” breath, “to die because young,” breath, “Assassins were so awful.” Breath. “Not like me.” Queeny’s face split in a cocky grin.

	“I heard that it used to be how the big families made people disappear. Let an amateur stab them, then shuttle them off and claim they were killed while they went about to work,” she lowered her voice, “from the shadows.”

	“Dun DUN DUN!”  Queeny said, raising her hand dramatically – and lowering herself back down to the bed with the other. “You really think there are hidden nobles around, though? I mean, I got thirty-two cousins, according to the paperwork, and we know where they all live. Seems hard to hide anything when we’re paying attention to minor stuff like me. Let alone minor stuff like you.” Queeny said, leaning forwards, thumping her knuckles together.  

	“You know,” Aderyn said, looking back down to her knife, as she ran the stone over it again. “You lean forward a great deal. I daresay if you do it much more, you’ll fall off your bunk.” 

	 


 Chapter 7

	Brother Fratarelli had only ministered to a few in Draftfane. Every time, though, he’d brought his chess set, a lovely collection of softwood pieces that had worn finger marks and damaged velvet; too fragile to use as anything but as a game set, something that never worried a warden. It served to occupy the hands, and focus the mind. Hard to keep secrets when you were looking at a game; harder to act innocent when you avoided a simple game to pass the time. Boredom set up his partners, and the game showed who they truly were. 

	“You’re not like many priests I’ve met,” Rafe said, running his fingertips over the pieces on the board, sliding one forwards just a space. 

	It was hard for Fratarelli to not look upon Rafe as The Boy. Maybe eighteen, seventeen years old – hard to tell with the industrial grime on his fingertips that suggested he might be stunted or worked young – and wiry. That face of his was young alright, lacking in scars and even a telltale crook in the nose suggesting a break at some point, common sights on boys that grew up on the streets. He had scars on his hands, on his forearms, on his shoulders – all exposed here in the prison, clad in a simple sack shirt and trousers to give him a modicum of presentability. 

	“I’d hope not. I’m alive.” The priest slid a piece in response, watching Rafe’s game. It was hard to dissect. Harder still to plan around. All those lost opportunities – all those times when he could have claimed great advantage, and chose not to. “Tell me what happened on the rooftop, Rafe.”

	“I murdered a priest, slipped on the snow and sledded his body into prison.” Rafe said, tapping another piece in place, giving a dismissive shrug.

	“Why are you lying to me?” 

	Rafe shrugged one shoulder, moving his knight with fingertips that fairly made the piece dance. 

	Another few moments, another set of moves. The boy looked at the board, kept his eyes on it. Normally, that made the Brother expect a novice, but Rafe had known the rules without any explanation. It made sense – chess was a fairly common thing to pick up in some prisons – and the boy clearly wasn’t stupid. 

	 “What do you think of the city, o-o-of Timoritia, Rafe?” A different tack.

	“I live here.” Another move.

	“Do you really have an alternative?” An aggressive push.

	“No.” And a piece came down, blocking the push, but not punishing it. 

	“That doesn’t make it much of an endorsement.”

	“Know anyone who wants my endorsement, Brother?” Rafe asked, raising his head and looking the priest in his eyes. The boy seemed to be determined to live his life permanently scowling, and every expression was an attempt to hide it.

	“About the murders you’re accused of,” Brother Fratarelli began.

	“The murders I committed,” Rafe said, raising his eyes and looking the priest square-on, clear defiance in his eyes. 

	“Liar.” Brother Fratarelli shot back.

	“Prove it.” 

	Brother Fratarelli shifted in his chair, resting his hand on the seat. To no surprise, seats in a prison like Draftfane weren’t particularly nice. When he came here, he’d wanted to prove something to be true and make a decision based on that information. Still... the Church did honour the value of faith. 

	Perhaps it was worth the risk.

	“I’d like you to come with me.” The priest said, even as his back creaked in protest at having sat for so many hours. 

	“I’ve heard that from priests before.” Rafe shot back, eyes flaring with anger.

	“I assure you, no such thing.” The Brother raised his hands, waving them reassuringly. “I wish to take you out of Draftfane. I’m a believer, you see, in the church as an engine for social good. When my congregation is joined, I look upon my flock and see who can help who. A bricklayer has lost his job? Well, a plasterer in my congregation may well be able to help him find work. A florist’s windows have been smashed? Why, I look to my flock’s glazier.” The round-faced little priest gave the boy with the tangled brown hair a smile.

	“And me? What do you want a murderer for?”

	“Murder, of course.” 

	*

	When Brother Fratarelli returned with a guard, he was glad to see Rafe had managed to mask his glare to some extent. When they finished the paperwork, returning Rafe’s meagre possessions to him, and signed the orders releasing the boy into the care of the Church, that mask slipped, just a touch. 

	The guards were laughing at Rafe as an incompetent, part of what had made it easy to convince them that the church could care for him. He wasn’t dangerous – He was an idiot. 

	If looks could kill, Rafe would have been a sevenfold murderer before they left that building. 

	*

	When Rafe’s toes hit cobbles, the transformation in his movement was startling and absolute – he was down. Instead of the sullen, resentful, slumping motion of a barely house-trained teenager, he had the decisive movement of an urban predator. Soft shoes deformed around his toes as all the power in his legs bunched up and practically threw him down the street. 

	Rafe had his head lowered and shoulders in, and loosed like a bullet from a gun, one arm hanging down lower than the other. At the t-junction next to Brother Fratarelli, instead of darting down the street away from him, into the construction work, he darted past the round man. One hand grabbed at Brother Fratarelli’s cabled belt and pulled as he ran – yanking the knot at the right angle to untether it, releasing the big man’s bigger pants into a mess of tangled fabric down at his ankles. 

	“Rafe! Stop!” yelled the priest, as Rafe put fifty ems between them, weaving between the people on the street. “You’ll hurt yourself!”

	Rafe may have considered himself an expert in this kind of evasion, but the concern in the old man’s voice was so sincere and so utterly inappropriate, he almost let it flag his movement. Almost. 

	Stepping between two people like a cat through a fence, Rafe had the determined cast of a man who wasn’t going to stop moving at a run until his lungs started to burn. He swung one hand out to grab the edge of a cart and vault himself over it.

	When a person is moving at a dead run, the brain doesn’t really pay attention to everything around it. There’s a certain freedom that comes from dropping responsibility and fleeing. Adrenalin floods the system, and wide-eyed and heart-pounding moments melt all but the most important of details away. Things that take moments of time seem to stretch out like soft dough, drawn thinner and thinner until that crucial moment when everything snaps, and reality reasserts itself. 

	A steel-clad fist arced over the side of the cart, and suddenly, Rafe wasn’t flinging his body over an obstacle, he was using his upper body strength to crash his face into the unyielding metal wall of a fist that was having none of this nonsense. 

	That tightly-wound spring of muscle and bone collapsed in an undignified heap, the back of Rafe’s head thudding off the cobblestones, his whole body bouncing with the impact. Barely a moment of scrabbling put him up on his knees while his hands nursed his face, trying to feel if he’d been given a permanent dent. His nose, miraculously unbroken, still sat in the same place as it always had, but he felt like the rest of his face had been relocated.

	Then a pair of metal-shod feet pounded into the cobblestones next to Rafe, fairly hard enough to make him imagine the stones cracking and breaking, while he swept his head to look up and down the figure that had just replaced his plan with pain. Those heavy boots showed a feather pattern around the edges, up to metal-plated thighs and a heavy, side-slung belt. Hanging from that belt was a longsword with a hilt similarly designed to show feathers of a polished brass style. Then a breastplate, shoulderguards with a brown cape behind it, and a helmet that looked nothing less than a bird attempting to be covert in a filigree factory. The figure looked down at him, adjusting its gauntleted fist, and raised one, commanding finger, wagging it back and forth, before turning to the cart owner. Coins changed hands. 

	“Ah, um, yes, Rafe!” Brother Fratarelli said, stumbling up behind the scene. “I’m so glad you’re not too badly hurt!” putting one hand on Rafe’s shoulder, the portly priest strained, leaning back like a counterweight, to help him up to his feet, even as Rafe tried to deal with the dizzying swirl of stars that encased his head. It was further complicated by the priest having one hand stuck at his belly, holding his pants up through his outer robe. “This would be Lady Kivis Athene, your ... bodyguard, I suppose? Or parole officer. I’m not sure what she would prefer.”

	Rafe nursed his face and blinked frantically, trying to turn the mess of crystal confusion before him into normal vision, trying to make the three images of the knight before him stop wobbling side-to-side and focus into one person. The slits in her helm were deep and angled inwards, giving her metal ‘face’ a predatory, implacable air. Someone in there was watching him, but Rafe couldn’t tell a damn thing about her. That made him uncomfortable. The worst combination he could hope for at this point was to find she was humourless and principled.

	“It’s very strange!” Brother Fratarelli said, looking up at the woman. She didn’t loom, being barely taller than Rafe even with her armour and boots, but there was this strange air of preparedness about her. As if she was waiting for the right opportunity before towering over a terrified party. A sort of loom-in-potentia. “Like you said, he ran left, instead of right – right past me! How did you know that?”

	Rafe opened his mouth to answer, then shut it straight away. Don’t interrupt people making assumptions.

	“He thinks he’s clever.” The knight said. The helmet hid her features, but it couldn’t hide the voice; perhaps in the middle of the night, drunk, or when she was yelling, one could mistake her voice for a man’s. In the armour, which had a breastplate that was designed to be more plate than breast, she could probably be mistaken as totally androgynous, otherwise. “Clever people like doing clever things.” 

	Brother Fratarelli looked up at Rafe, giving him a shiny smile, sweat sheening him thanks to the exertion of chasing down the boy. “Ah, yes, well, um, well, he is pretty clever! That trick with my belt-“

	Kivis swung one hand down and smacked Brother Fratarelli’s hand, prompting his pants to fall down again, before turning to press one finger against Rafe’s chest, like she was nailing him down. No words, she just stood, staring at him from those pitiless slits in the helm.

	Brother Fratarelli managed to get his pants back in order, before clearing his throat and continuing. “You remember how you said that nobody gave a whit about you living or dying? Well, good news! Lady Kivis here is obligated by law to give a whit!”

	“Two whits,” her voice just barely scraped away from being an outright snarl. Clamped metal fist tilted, and she extended her left hand, palm raised. “To whom?” she asked, an opportunity to introduce himself. 

	“Rafe, you’re glaring.” Brother Fratarelli said, reaching out to take his hand, guiding it into an awkward shaking position with Kivis. “Kivis! This is Rafe, the boy I told you about. He’s the worst murderer in all of Timoritia!”

	“... Charmed.” Kivis said, gesturing with her right hand as Rafe shook her left. “The coins?” 

	Rafe tilted his head back. God damnit, she was a thief-taker. Holding out his right hand, he dropped the coins she’d given the cart-holder into her hand. A momentary lapse of attention, when she turned to check if the cart was still near, and she turned back to see the coins in her hand, in a neat stack. 

	Rafe didn’t need to see her eyes to know she was narrowing them.  

	“Ah, Lady Athene?” Brother Fratarelli cleared his throat. “Can you release Rafe’s throat? I think he needs that.” 

	Slowly, metal fingers uncurled from Rafe’s throat and he gave her a winning smile in return. Really, more of a pyrrhic victory of a smile, considered. “Well,” he croaked, rubbing his throat and looking down to the priest. “Where now? Chance of a meal and some warm clothes?” he asked, pushing his luck already. “Or we on business ‘ready?” 

	“Oh! Just one last piece of business before we return to the church!” Brother Fratarelli said, smiling and patting Rafe’s arm. “We’re just going to hire an assassin!” 

	 


Chapter 8

	The Assassins’ Guild was an old institution, and with that age came a certain implied respect. Old families could trace their lineage and find in far points in history, famous names that even then, attended the Old School, and learned how to avoid poisons and knives there. Nobility was much like pixie dust, scattering in the path of those who had it, touching everything around them and making things they used a little bit more special. Other schools had teachers; the Assassins’ Guild had Teachers, but it also had Examiners and Beadles and Invigilators. 

	Exam Invigilators were teachers who wanted a small bonus for the extra work and had a tolerance for boredom most adults never developed outside of bureaucracy. Exams, even in a school where knives were office supplies, were dull and slow. Any examination of students who had been taught how to move silently rarely needed much controlling. To invigilate the practical exams was a totally different business.

	The Invigilator smiled as he kissed his wife’s cheek, hugging her around the shoulder. “Just leave my dinner in the oven,” he said. “Some of these students can take forrrrever,” he said, mustache wiggling side-to-side as he rolled his eyes and his rs. Oh, those children. Not like him back when he became an Assassin, then finished post-graduate studies to become a teacher, then became an illustrious senior member of the school. 

	His home was a teacher’s home, with soft carpets and small windows, and an extra room that, since his daughter had moved out to work at a drapier’s, was now full of fishing and sewing equipment. Of course, attempting to open those windows from the outside ran the risk of a very nasty encounter with a hidden razor blade, and those carpets hid an array of creaking boards that could signal to the man every movement in his living room from any part of the house, but those things aside, it was as normal as any other teacher’s home. 

	By the door, he stopped, adjusting his jacket. When he’d lectured, he’d been proud to say that clothes made the man – and was a bit more careful saying that after a few female students had made fun of him for it. A thick, woollen jacket that hung down over his hips hid his pocket tops, protecting them from pickpockets, and also hung heavy. Heavy clothing was a good place to hide small things like blades and extra coinage. Thick boots with thin soles, letting him feel the way of the city as he walked, and a pair of pants dyed dark blue. Anywhere in the city, he’d look like someone just on their way to something – a teamster hauling goods at the palace, or a sailor leaving dock by the river. The finishing touch, A short, blue cap with a stout metal lining in the brim, and he was off. 

	Normally, he just went down Pastel street, followed the river until he hit Lane Lane, and walked with the bakery boys the rest of the way to the Guild. This was an evening walk, though, and the bakery boys had finished their routes hours ago. Chances are they were already in bed! Oh, the strange schedules people kept in a city. Instead, he kept walking past Lane Lane, and tracked the river, moving amongst other men in dark blue jackets and caps, laughing and grunting as they bumped one another. It was so easy to just fall in with a group like this – people eager to talk but not about anything.

	It was a short skip across a back alleyway to the servant’s quarters at the Guild, and from there, a walk across the quad. Even there, he carried a loop of rope from the servants’, scratching his bare scalp as he went. Students could still spot him, after all, and if they did, that could give them an edge during the exam. That sort of attention to detail was laudable, but there was no reason to make it easier on them.

	In the foyer he passed three non-threats and the secretary on the way to the examiner’s meeting room. He nodded at the fat priest and the knight, who were both emblems of respectable, useful social scenery. Priests didn’t move quickly, and often congregated in groups – standing and listening to a priest was one of the best disguises he could use. The knight, less so, but the armour drew the eye. If you were standing next to a knight, people would remember them, and not you.  The bratty thief with them was barely worth noticing. He nursed his wrists like he was recovering from shackles. Maybe the priest was trying to arrange the boy a scholarship, put him to some use. A short trip upstairs, rope dropped in a closet, and he sat across from the examiner, smoothing down his thick brown hair.

	“Evening, Terry,” said the Examiner, as he sat down, resting his hands on the table. “Only one, today,” she said, turning the paperwork over. “The morning staff worked through a few more students than we expected, and the two Ds scheduled for tonight have filed out of the exams.” The silver-haired woman had the smile of a thrown axe, but Terry knew it wasn’t directed at him in particular. You just developed a certain temperament dealing with students for too long. 

	She slid the paper across to him. “Duthane,” she mispronounced it. “Aderyn. Slender thing, decent marks. Shouldn’t be a long one, but we’re not likely to set any record times.”

	“Never do, these days,” Terry said, picking up the sheet of notes. No infractions, average marks, homework in on time. Pale blonde hair, which was never useful – most students had learned to dye theirs, or cut it short, at least. The girl’s sketch had a elegant braid – a mark of vanity that was probably going to count against her in the examination. Still – what kind of thing was he expecting? The girl was probably heading home after she graduated to spend her life organising the distribution of sheep. “No, not like back-“

	“Let me stop you there. We’ve got one exam to do and I’ve a christening tomorrow morning. Let’s make this quick, shall we?” 

	Terry laughed, scratching his chest. “Alright.” He folded the paper, tucking it away. “Blind testing her?”

	“Yes. She has a name and a quarter of the city.”

	“I miss when we used to at least give them an address.”

	“Yes, but finding opportunity is an important skill. If we just tell them ‘go here,’ they do it, and then knock off early to go get drunk. They are students, after all.”

	Terry shook his head, scratching his thumb against his moustache. Students really were the problem in his tidy view of the school. “Alright, then,” he said, standing up and tucking his hands into his pockets, double-checking for his tools. “I’ll be waiting for her.”

	*

	A few minutes later, Aderyn knocked on the door with the modesty of a churchmouse. Most of the rest of her class had taken this opportunity to dress in their ‘assassin gear’ – outfits designed to give them an edge in the exam. There were so many lucky coins and boots, and a few of her classmates doing their exams that night had emerged from their dormitory rooms looking like they’d fallen into black paint. Black was dreadfully fashionable, after all!

	Aderyn’s clothing was much simpler, though. She wore a heavy sweater, striped across with dark blue and pale blue, the neck high but loose. The whole thing was thick and soft, folding over and forming a pile around her throat, which emphasised how small Aderyn seemed. A daring assassin could hide a wire in all of that, but it was risky to keep any choking weapon near your own throat. No dress today, because that would be dreadfully impractical. She wore breeches, tucked into boots at the knee, folded over at the top. The breeches were stitch-tight against her, nowhere to grab or become caught on things, and the boots had more in common with ballet shoes than with the hard stomping things she’d been wearing to the store. Atop the ensemble was a dark blue cap, a little bit too large for her, but which fell a little over her eyes, which did not help her image of harmlessness. While everyone around her was projecting the image of lethal vitality, Aderyn looked like a painting that should be holding a puppy in some noble’s gallery.

	Every last one of these judgmental detail flew through the Examiner’s mind as she spoke to Aderyn. As she told her her examination area, as she told her her timetable, as she told her her expected outcomes, and not a single word of it stayed in the Examiner’s mind more than a moment after the door closed. The student was assigned her task – it wasn’t her business until the Invigilator and student returned to sign their work.

	 


Chapter 9

	Terry stood out by the windy corner of the Cathedral, idly turning a water-butt and examining it as if for cracks. The still surface of the water gave him a mirror to watch the rooftops closest to the Guild, and his position on the ground, checking around him from time to time, gave him a clear view of the other route from the school. Finding the student was never hard – they didn’t have to hide on the way to the area, and because students were students, they didn’t. Instead they’d put in no effort on the way into the zone, then infinite effort once they were there. 

	A cat landed behind him. He didn’t turn his head. Noticing a cat was suspicious, and reacting to a sound when you were ‘working’ was also suspicious. Instead he lowered his head, looking into his barrel, checking behind him under the lee of his arm. Nobody he could spot – cat probably moved back into the alleyway, into the darkness. It was a blind alleyway – the cat would come out eventually. 

	A few moments later, he spotted her, coming down the street parallel to him. Aderyn was easy to pick out. She’d at least avoided dressing like a black hatpin, which was good – most of the other students had to do their entire job on the rooftops, because nothing stood out in the crowd like a nervous student wearing nothing but black silk. Worse were the ones who’d tried to make a fashion of it. Still, that bright shock of white-blonde hair stood out, bright and bold and he’d picked it out easily. Then, her sweater – a striped pattern? That didn’t blend either. 

	Technically, it wasn’t her job to avoid the invigilator. The job was to find the target based on hidden clues, then reach them and take them out, and the invigilator was to see if they made mistakes. The Guild’s only option when the invigilator lost track of a student was to assume they could at least avoid one excellent observer, which would have to count as a pass mark, if the target wound up ‘dead.’

	Aderyn moved from point to point in the crowd, but with a very patient manner. Most students were nervous; he’d seen that plenty of times. They tried to pick out the invigilator in a crowd, then sought to impress them, which rarely worked. This girl – and he did think of her as a girl, not a young lady – moved from group to group, from stall to stall, making her way down the street slowly, like she was idle. Not a bad strategy, really. Of course, finding all the clues to the target would be difficult at that pace – some were time-sensitive, after all.

	His jacket flapped around him as he left the alleyway, moving on to the next water-butt, a good excuse working well a second time, keeping his peripheral vision on Aderyn. Timing his steps alongside her, he turned just a moment to look down into the barrel, checking the skyline for anything unexpected, and then glanced back up.

	The white hair was lost as it passed into the crowd, but that sweater was unmistakeable, moving along beside the crowd. It’d lost that patience, which made sense – she’d know the clues were time-sensitive, too. His hands turned the barrel while he turned himself, miming as a man trying to find something lost. The sweater picked up – then stepped down the alleyway opposite him, on the far side of the road. 

	He crossed quickly, pulling his coat around him as he went, protecting him from the wind while he melted into the crowd again, watching down the blind alleyway, looking up at the walls for a climbing young woman. There wasn’t any other way out of it, after all. 

	A prickle of something ran through his shoulders and into his scalp, like the cold wind had found its way down the back of his collar. A moment of itchiness passed, and Terry only reacted to it by scratching his moustache with one hand, running his fingers across the top of his head and then rubbing his bare hair-

	Hang on.

	Terry turned around sharply, looking behind him, the sudden realisation that something had slipped his mind breaking years of training. 

	*

	Aderyn’s bare shoulders flexed while she climbed the church tower. The wind whipped around her at a dreadful pace, but thankfully, that heavy cap kept her hair under control. Why targets had to be hidden in high towers seemed foolish to her. Towers were a place people were cornered. A more meanspirited thought than normal crossed her mind that these parts of the test were designed to simply keep people below a minimal level of athleticism from succeeding, but couldn’t that be done with a footrace, as well? After all, pursuing a target could be dreadfully tiring, if they were actually mobile, and maybe in a cart, rather than simply sitting in a tower, imagining they were safe because they couldn’t think of any way into that same tower. 

	Underneath her sweater, she’d worn wrist guards with simple hooks on them, to aid in climbing, and a narrow-shouldered top that gave her arms plenty of freedom. Closing fingers in tight clamps on the irregularities of the church tower, she made progress one foot, one hand, at a time. From up this high, she probably blended in decently enough with the darker tiles of the tower – allowing her to focus on her task.

	Reminding herself she’d need to head back and find that sweater, Aderyn pulled her weight up onto the sill, and slipped into the relatively small room, with its sleeping occupant. Not an atypical garrett – the kind of places stories began. A church bell hung nearby overhead, and a  locked and barred door on the floor showed the expected and obvious way up that wouldn’t work. 

	Aderyn slipped from the framing light of the window and moved, catlike, towards the edge of the bed. Reaching to her belt, she unsheathed the one knife she’d brought with her, and drew to the form. 

	Amateurs stabbed through the blanket. That had been in the exam notes. It made it look like a crime of passion, or fear, where the killer couldn’t bear to see the target honestly. Aderyn slid back the blanket, and looked down at... well, the body. 

	It was an exquisitely crafted body, shaped like a young man in the later parts of his youth. Perhaps a little fey and pretty by her reckoning, not that that was bad at all, and possessing an attractive pair of collar bones. His – its – skin had been tempered together with a mix of wax and unguents to betray fingers that touched it, but also with a small clockwork set to the chest, which made the figure’s chest softly rise, softly fall. 

	Aderyn counted, drew a large breath, then plunged her knife upwards, stabbing up under the ribcage, trying to strike at the heart but knowing she wanted to tear the stomach as much she could, to ensure trauma and bleeding. One, single stab – and the engine stopped. She counted, drawing back – then looked down at her knife, decorated with red paint. She stabbed it back in again, then yanked the blade out, wiping it clean on a rag from her belt, and slipped it into its sheathe, where it sat unevenly. 

	Aderyn huffed, pouting and blowing her cheeks out, crossing her arms across her belly, squeezing herself momentarily. Then, she looked down at the door, and the window. Crawling up over the windowsill, Aderyn took a markedly slower pace, breathing slowly and steadily. Over the windowsill, onto the tower wall – and she was on her way back to school.

	*

	Terry stood in the garret, his hands on his hips, looking at the examiner. “Not a word of a lie. Basic trick, but it worked. Girl made me figure she was a student.” He shrugged. “Ditched her sweater onto someone else, didn’t even notice it’d happened.” 

	The Examiner was barely listening to him. Instead, she held the device from the fake body’s chest in her hands, fishing away at its leathery surface with a pair of tweezers.

	“Not sure how she found this place – none of the clues were disturbed. ‘Course, possible she bought answers ahead of time.” Terry went on, as he dismantled the trap that had been set underneath the door, but now rested on a bench, gingerly moving sharp blades aside. 

	Tink.

	“Ah,” the Examiner said, as she lifted with her hands. Between the tweezer’s tines was a single snared, triangular piece of metal. Terry turned at that sound. That was a rare sound, the sound of relieved satisfaction from an examiner. “Broken knife,” she said, setting down the blade. “Lack of confidence – probably stabbed twice. Probably wasn’t expecting it to all look so real.” She said, taking down notes, her voice like a paper list pinned to the air.

	Terry peered down at the flat-based triangle, the tiny blades on both sides. “Makes sense. Girl’s not cut out for the killing part of this, even if she does move like smoke.” he said, looking up at her. “Say we lock this place up, and get home early?”

	The Examiner looked at Terry, down at his jacket, then at his pants, at the cap on his head, narrowing her eyes momentarily. When he’d left her office, there’d been a peeking triangle of white at one pocket. And now...“As for how she knew the way here, without the clues... Terry, do you still have the paper with this location in your pocket?” 

	*

	Aderyn loosed out her braid as she walked back through the foyer. Smiling sweetly at the priest, she adjusted the sleeveless shirt she wore. “Hello,” she began. “I’m Lady Aderyn DuThane, and I understand you wanted to meet with me?”

	Brother Fratarelli smiled, and nudged Athene as he dropped off his seat to stand up. “See? It was only a few hours of waiting. Why, hello, young lady! I’d like to hire you as an Assassin, if I could.” 

	The secretary looked up from his desk, his expression confused. “Wait, her?” he asked, clearly not caring that he was invading a conversation.

	“Why, of course!” Brother Fratarelli said, clasping his hands together. “She’s the best Assassin for the job in the guild, after all!”

	Aderyn blushed, looking over  at the secretary, “Um, I don’t mean to be unladylike, but I do think I- uh, I don’t think this conversation should be had here.”

	“Oh, of course, of course,” Brother Fratarelli said, turning to Rafe. “Rafe, come help the lady with her bags. We’ll talk more at the church.”

	“I don’t have any bags, I’m afraid.” Aderyn apologised.

	“Well, help her with something.”

	Rafe grumbled and stopped perching on his chair. Three hours waiting in one spot with no conversation and nowhere to go. It was like prison all over again.

	




Chapter 10

	With the meeting concluded, Marko sat on the bench in the kitchen. Even while his mind whirled with what he’d been asked, he sat stoically and watched Wardell weave his way between class barriers and brew tea. 

	“So you don’t actually know who any of them are?” Marko asked, his elbows on the table, hands tucked into his elbows. Outside, rain sheeted down, but here in the town house, with its high roof and second storey, it just sounded as a muffled march of owls somewhere above. 

	“Well, even if I did, Fiver, is it really my place to say?”

	There it was, again. Wardell didn’t call him Marko, which was his name, and which Wardell knew, and he didn’t call him Mister Fiver, which is what a typical servant would know to do. Mister served as a useful, all-purpose title these days, since having money had supplanted my dad had some money as the paramount way to earn respect. 

	“Are any of them your employer, Wardell?” Marko’s question had a bone in it – he was a professional personal guard, after all, these were questions that could save a man’s life. Typically, he wasn’t used to anyone obscuring who they were.

	“Ah, no,” Wardell shook his head. “I would believe at this point in my life I am performing some public charity work, while collecting the remnants of a military pension.”

	Marko squinted at that. Wardell was no older than he was – possibly younger. “Pension, Wardell?”

	“Yes, Fiver.” Wardell gestured at his shoulder with one hand, as the other set out a pair of cups. “Wounded Serviceman award. I took two rounds in the shoulder and ah, tripped and fell under a cannon.” He nodded.  

	Marko sat up at that. “You don’t show it.”

	“It has been a number of years,” said Wardell evasively. “And while it has prevented me from a more energetic pastime or two, it has not impeded me as much as I feared.”

	“But it stopped you being a soldier.” Marko added, watching the teakettle rattle on the stovetop. Underneath it, blue flames shivered at a tiny fluctuation, while the kettle began to jig. 

	“I daresay if not for the injury, the campaign end would have done that just fine, Fiver.”

	Marko rubbed his neck with one hand.  While part of him was still sitting in that room, listening to four masks asking him about past campaigns, about his time serving at the side of Yull Bachthane, some idly-ignored part of his own memory fell into place and started turning a very dusty cog. 

	“... That’s where we met, isn’t it Wardell?” Marko asked. The name wasn’t particularly exceptional – he’d met a Wardell or two, and he’d met a Marko or five in his time. When he’d been told to meet with Wardell at the town house, it had been just another generic name to slide into his memory, a nobody. When he was inside the townhouse, Wardell was just another one of those people who worked for Nobles, just like Marko. Now, however, the man shuffling around between the cupboards, picking the sugar out of there, the milk out of the icebox, and slicing up a lemon – because someone wanted that – had about him the mien of a soldier.

	It was something about the way the man stood. Wardell didn’t look you in the eye, but he did look where you were looking. It was something that held a rifle and –

	Marko shook his head, literally, and looked at Wardell all anew. “Wardell!” he said, his memory finally turning to an old page. 

	It was not a page that made Marko comfortable at the best of times. It was a page that was stained with sand and salt water, and with too, too much blood. It was back when they tried to do cavalry charges against stolen cannons, at the northern ridges of the Southern Continent, in the Djansk provinces.

	“A bloody little struggle that didn’t really matter,” Wardell’s voice drifted into Marko’s ears, from a thousand kayem away, on the other side of the kitchen table, “Except to the few that remained.”

	And that was why he was Fiver. He wasn’t Marko Fiver, the Hero of the Charge of Heltskruet. He was Fiver, a sergeant amongst corporals and privates, looking at thirty men nervously fingering second-hand rifles that didn’t handle the sand well. The natives had revolted against the Djansk colonists, and that seemed a perfect time, according to high command, to strike amongst the mess. There was confusion, after all – the Djansk soldiers wouldn’t know Tiberans from their own men. The optimistic idea failed to perhaps recognise that to the locals of the villages around Heltskruet, particularly those who had worked silver mines, whether they were using stolen guns and cannons to shoot at Djansk or Tiberan was a linguistic hair they had no personal reason to split. Certainly not when you considered how easily Djansk and Tiberan bodies split. 

	Two sides, no retreat, a completely idiotic charge that lost eight swords out of every ten. Marko had been one of the lucky ones. Clearly, Wardell had been, too, but not nearly so lucky as Marko. 

	He’d mentioned it to the masks, in the room, but they hadn’t been very interested. They didn’t care when he met Yull Bachthane, they cared about what he’d done alongside Yull. They wanted to talk about Yull as a General, Yull as a Leader. They wanted to feel his booming voice in the room and size the man up. Marko was not happy – it put him in mind of prewar councils, of nobles discussing invasions and whether or not generals could manage it. What next? Across the channel, to start another war of suppression with the damn – 

	“Fiver?” Wardell’s voice echoed and Marko realised he’d been there again, in the sand and the blood.

	“Ah, sorry, Wardell... what was it? Sergeant?”

	“Private.” Wardell said, sliding a cup of tea across the table to him. A wan, apologetic smile on his lips as he sat down. “I was injured before the fighting really broke out. It’s why I came back home on a donkey, not in a box.” 

	Marko Fiver looked down at the tea, smiling. “I have it-“

	“Something like six sugars, right?” 

	Lifting the sweet, milky tea to breathe in the scent, Marko couldn’t help but laugh and nod. “Good memory?”

	“No,” Wardell said, standing and shuffling over to the tray, to set out the other cups of tea. “Just a good guess.” 

	Marko sipped his tea once, then once again, as she nursed the cup between her hands. “You think they’re seeking a war?”

	“Asking after Yull Bachthane?” Wardell asked, dropping a slice of lemon into a cup. “I don’t fancy it, Fiver. If they wanted a war they’d just point him at it. I don’t much know why they want to understand the man unless he’s done something wrong.” 

	Marko nursed his chin with a fingertip. It was nice, knowing that Wardell and he had fought alongside each other – in as much as they had – because it meant that the surnames was a sign of relief, not disrespect. We are no longer privates and sergeants, it said. We can just be men. It was like a private schoolboy’s familiarity that followed well after school was ended, just far less likely to be glassed after a late-night binge. 

	“If Yull’s done anything wrong, I doubt he’d ever hide it.” Marko said, both hands holding the cup, his mind still kneeling around a campfire on a desert beach. “Man’s got the hide of an elephant and all the social grace.” 

	“I’ve heard,” Wardell said, diplomatically. “Figured that sort of thing was allowed for an officer.”

	“I wasn’t an officer long.”

	Wardell nodded, quietly, as he picked up the tray in both hands. “But you were a hero twice, Fiver. And even you think of Yull as a hero.” 

	Wardell made it to the doorframe before Marko called after him.

	“I’m sorry I didn’t recognise you, Wardell. “

	“Don’t blame you, Fiver,” he said, in the doorframe. “Some nights I wake up and I’m still under a cannon. Can’t imagine it’s any better for you for anything that reminds you of Heltskruet.” 

	Marko rubbed his cheek, trying not to feel traces of blood under his fingers, the dull roar of an ocean in the rain. “You mind if I walk home, Wardell? I feel  a bit like being outside.”

	“By all means, Fiver. Let yourself out and leave it unlatched when you go?”

	Marko plucked his helmet by the door and stepped out into the rain, straight into a puddle. The gutters swelled and foamed, the swelling river-run of the higher streets hammered on by the raindrops from above. A few steps and he was in the middle of the street, far from the quiet, dry, warm little room, and the memories. 

	He had duties to begin, and damned if he’d let a fight he’d already won impede him any. His head forwards, nose against the rain, he stomped onwards, seething between his teeth. 

	Back inside the townhouse, Wardell slid the cups off the tray, to masked individuals with their white mask slid up to reveal an array of fine, strong, noble jaws and clean, white, well-kept teeth. 

	“It’s suspicious,” one said.

	“Suspicious? If he was more perfect I’d say it was providence.”

	“And for those of us who don’t believe in miracles?”

	“We accept it. The task of killing a man changes you – quite frankly, I think I’d rather him a little damaged if he can do the job.”

	 

	




Chapter 11

	The city Timoritia hosted dozens of churches, from the great and old Cathedrals that studded the walls of the Old City, down to the tiny halls where the Sandmen washed one another’s feet. There were large churches and small churches, and rich churches and poor churches, and it was really just coincidence and the providence of God that meant most of the poor churches tended to be small, and also in areas where a walk home too late after evensong might result in an impromptu withdrawl from the Bank of Your Wallet and a deposit in the Bump On The Back Of Your Head account. The rich churches just coincidentally were in on the wide open streets by the wealthy portions of town, with lamps that rarely went unlit and where guards just happened to like patrolling more. Maybe guards liked churches. Maybe that was it.

	The richer churches just happened to belong to the factions of the church that espoused ideas like social order, the way God rewarded the worthy, the importance of destiny, and of God’s plan for people’s lives. The poorer churches spoke some of things like charity and peacefulness and again, God’s plan, but with a little more hopelessness when they said it. 

	Rafe had been in many kind of churches. Churches were a good place to get out of the rain, and since this was Timoritia,  it rained more nights than it didn’t.  He’d stood in cheap little Colwen churches where the dirt-poor people in their dyed-black clothing that still stank of coalminer piss consoled themselves by asserting how much they liked being poor and grubby and hated, because that indicated they were right. He’d run across rafters like a squirrel in the St Benedict’s High Royal Cathedral, and listened to a sermon that told the fat, rich assholes sitting in the pews that really, if the poors were more righteous, they wouldn’t even be poor any more. 

	Rafe had not, hitherto, been at any churches where planning a murder was typical.

	“His name is Elian Praefoco,” said Brother Fratarelli, and his words bounced off the ceiling and floor, even half-whispered as they were. 

	The church was a small one; barely room for seven rows of pews, ranked two to the room. The windows were narrow and high, with candles perched halfway between each one. The windows were white, pasted over and barred on the outside. From the outside, even the belltower hunkered down amongst the industrial buildings – it could have been, once upon a time, a warehouse resection. The only sign that Brother Fratarelli’s domain was anything but another space to store spuds or coal or some other fancy dickhead’s surplus stuff was also its most brilliant feature – a bright, beautiful stained glass design in the door. Shards of red, green, blue and yellow, arrayed in the guise of a man, clad in a white robe, with a red sash across his chest, walking on a green hill, with bright yellow arcs of light streaming about his head. It was beautiful, but also hard to steal, and sat behind  a stout metal grille when the church was closed for the evening.

	Perhaps respect kept the window safe, through the night. Perhaps retribution from an armour-plated lunatic who had all the conversational grace of a thrown axe was to credit. Either way, Rafe was only half paying attention to the priest, while he tried to look at every angle and exit the church had. Of course, he couldn’t look at that too closely while he was reasonably sure that Kivis, with her hawklike helmet and unseen eyes, was looking at him. 

	“What’d he do?” Rafe said, interjecting in something the Brother was saying. 

	“I’m sorry, what?” the young lady asked, turning from her seat on the pew to look up at Rafe.

	They were seated at the front of the church, near a low wooden counter that the priest had set up. Sitting on it in a circle of metal rings was a communion tray – over two dozen little shotglasses, filled with dashes of wine, which the priest was quietly emptying while he arranged the papers in a pile next to them. 

	The girl – Aderyn Duthane, Rafe had been told – was agonisingly pretty and immensely boring. The girl seemed to have an outline to her that made her look drawn, like the impression from some bright children’s book. White hair, or, well, blonde, but really, close enough to white hair, all nicely done up, with a braid and everything. Rafe had tried a braid once. It’d been cut off. 

	“Wot?” he shot back, trying to still the sneer. Be nice. It wasn’t her choice to be born right. She was probably only a bit younger than him, but without time on the street, she couldn’t possibly know what life was really like.

	“Well, I am here on an agreement to kill this gentleman – and I understand you came from Draftfane prison on the same expectation. You particularly care about the personal behaviour of a target?”

	“Well, yeh.” Rafe said, shrugging. “You don’t?”

	“Well, it hardly seems an appropriate question for a young lady to ask.”

	Rafe stopped holding the sneer back. 

	Brother Fratarelli cleared his throat, rapping his knuckles on the metal tray. “Ah, ah, well. The issue with Elian is his business arrangements, and the power he’s consolidating.”

	The two assassins sat, silently, looking at the priest. Brother Fratarelli at least looked like he was sweating nervously.  “How familiar are you with the medical properties of Wifeless Nettle, Rafe?”

	“What?”

	“Alright, then.” Brother Fratarelli rubbed his throat, wiping it with his handkerchief. “Well, it’s a very important thing for the poor ladies of Timoritia, and Elian has been making business cutting off access to it. There used to be several businesses that sold and distributed Wifeless Nettle – it was very easy to acquire. Very cheap...”

	“... Riiiiight?” Rafe tried to resist the boredom that swelled above his eyes, threatening to crush downwards. 

	“And now, Elian has been working with Lord Cameo Tully – who controls many Gorange dockland interests. If that business alliance works – it seems likely that Wifeless Nettle will become a luxury commodity, controlled by only one pair of men who have their own reasons to stop its use.”

	“Seriously? This is...” Rafe squinted. “Why the hell – I mean... this is it? This is why you?”

	“Perhaps a simpler explanation, Mister Rafe, is that you are being paid?”

	“I’m being paid?”

	“Ah, well,” Brother Fratarelli said, adjusting his robe. “You’ll be quartered and dressed, and uh...” 

	“Paid?” Rafe asked, one eyebrow raising. “I mean, you’re giving me money to hurt people?”

	“No.” Brother Fratarelli stood, suddenly, his belly bouncing the edge of the counter, the glasses all a-rattle. “No, no, no. This is very important Rafe.” Leaning forwards, he slammed both his hands into the counter, the sleeves billowing around them while that round white face flashed red with indignation. “You have been chosen, I feel, through prayer and fasting, to enact an act of righteous violence in the name of our City and God.”

	“... Seriously.” Rafe managed. Squinting at Brother Fratarelli, he shifted along the pew, even as he crawled up onto the back of it. “You seriously want me to think this is something good?”

	Aderyn had, throughout the exchange, reached out to the desk, plucking up a roll of almost transparent paper and turned it over, looking at both sides, her fine white eyebrows knitting together as she surveyed the map of an estate she would definitely claim she’d never visited. “Brother, forgive my temerity, but ah, I cannot help but think Rafe has a point. There’s something in the Books about murder. Also lying.”

	“Mmhm,” Brother said, still quivering with rage, unrolling the larger paper, so thin the light shone through it brightly. His fingers stopped along its edges, feeling the little divots in the paper at the edges that spoke of being once bound to a glass desk, pinned down under an architect’s hands. “And coveting, which underpins trade, and adultery is important to the games nobility play.”

	“Yes, but we – the nobility – are dreadful degenerates.” Aderyn said, smoothing down her absolutely impeccable blouse.  “Full of our own self-importance and often in need of the redemptive hand of the church.”

	“Is that how you always talk about your mum and dad?” Rafe spat.

	“Inasmuch as is appropriate for a young lady.”

	Brother Fratarelli rumbled in the depths of his throat and lifted the papers again, trying to keep his eyes focused on the drawings rather than on the two people who could be considered at a bare minimum, quite dangerous. “Let me tell you then, the story of a Judge. His name was Ehud, and when he Judged the Chosen People, they were oppressed by the Moabites. Rafe, stop rolling your eyes.”

	“I wasn’t,” Rafe said, with the defensive tone of someone who was, and really resented being considered predictable.

	“Weapons were banned from the Chosen People by the Moabites. The Books say that we should follow the law of the land, that we should not kill, should not lie, should not use our left hands for things, and that we should not touch or interact with, ah, feces. Ehud, who was the Judge, and moral guard for the Chosen People, saved them by strapping  a long sword to his inner right thigh, which he wielded with his left hand and, after luring the king of the Moabites into a private meeting, stabbed him in the stomach so deep that his, ah... filth... flooded out, around the blade and Ehud’s hand.” 

	“Well, that seems a rather vile little story.” Aderyn responded. “You wanted me to consider it, why?”

	“Because, young lady, the Books say a lot of things and you can’t treat any one of them as the right thing all the time.”

	“Dangerous words for a priest,” Rafe grinned. “I like it.” 

	“You also quite like hurting people who have money, and let me assure you that Praefoco and Tully are both quite wealthy.” Aderyn murmured, turning the paperwork over in her hands another time and setting it down. 

	Rafe sat silently. It was hard to properly respond to that. What bothered him more than the way his heart did quietly leap at that opportunity was the way Aderyn so perfectly predicted him. 

	The brother shuffled around behind his low wooden counter, smilingly rearranging the glasses on their little metal tray. “Now then, do you have any other questions?”

	Rafe still hadn’t lowered himself from his near spider-like position, perched atop a pew, distrust writ on his furrowed brow. He parted his lips, and made a sound that sounded perhaps like the start of a word, but was followed by nothing else. Another, better, smarter, cleverer question ran up behind it, taking  the momentum away from it. Raising a finger, he finally managed, “Why us?”

	Fratarelli took one of the small cups of wine and sipped it, nodding seriously. “A good question,” he said. “In your case, your crimes and lies speak of a strangeness of character.”

	“You calling me a liar again?” Rafe asked, gripping the back of the pew and leaning forwards, his whole body like to launch at the priest as an arrow. 

	“I am,” Brother Fratarelli said, quite boldly. “And I am reasonably certain that whatever punishment escape attempts bring, Lady Athene would revel in an opportunity to show you what will happen if you attack me.”

	Aderyn shifted a little along the pew, away from Rafe. 

	“... Right.” Rafe said, flaring nostrils and tense shoulders showing how hard it was to not respond to that threat with an action. “A strangeness of character, eh.”

	“A strangeness of your moral character. It’s a strange thing to find a young man – a boy even – who’ll send himself to  prison for crimes he didn’t commit. Stranger still for him to be like you.” 

	“... ‘Like me?’” Rafe said, and the words were like drawing a knife.

	Brother Fratarelli wasn’t even looking at Rafe as he spoke, shambling around to pull his chair closer to the counter. “Like you. You’re quite physically fit for a young man who doesn’t have reguar meals. You’re quite strong for someone so small. You’re obviously confrontational, too, and that’s an attitude that I imagine would earn a young f-fellow like yourself an utter pasting if you tried it in the wrong part of the city.” 

	Aderyn visibly leant away from Rafe, but it wasn’t a gesture as if he smelled bad. It was the gesture as if he was about to burst into flame. 

	“With three murders on your record and my word making you a free man, then, Rafe, you don’t have much choice.” The portly priest turned and dropped himself into his chair, his hands folding across his belly. “You’ve very little opportunity in this city. The right word to the wrong guard and you’re back in Draftfane, or worse – and anything that you do under the order of this little operation is probably falling on your head next.”

	Rafe’s jaw dropped. The priest had spent every conversation being so earnestly positive and effusively kind that it was a genuine shock to find himself standing over nothing but air. “You brought me on as your fall?”

	“Oh no, not at all. Well, it was something of a contingency.”

	“You miserable fat-“ Rafe’s fingers tensed, white on the pew. 

	“Ah-ah,” Brother Fratarelli said, sipping from his wine glass. “Try to show some courtesy. I have faith in your abilities, young man. Don’t you dare try to tell me you’d have respected any limits I set you that weren’t boundaried by chain.” 

	Rafe’s mouth snapped shut again. His jaw set. “Fine.”

	“When are they near one another?” Aderyn asked.

	“Sorry?”

	“You mention Tully and Praefoco,” Aderyn outlined, looking up at the Brother. “There are two of them, they are both a problem, and there are two of us. I have to assume then that you have some ulterior motive? Or is there to be some form of competition...?”

	“Ah...” the Brother nodded. “You’ve seen to the heart of the plan. In two nights’ time, the pair will meet for a dinner – at a ball at Praefoco’s. There, there will be a noble who is willing to sell his daughter, and a man who wants to monopolise the health of women across the city to pay for it.” Slugging down one more of the wine glasses, Brother Fratarelli turned his glass carefully, and looked through the bottom at Aderyn. “Two assassins, two targets, one opportunity.”

	 

	




Chapter 12

	Buildings in Timoritia were built in classic Tiber style, because they defined classic Tiber style. Enough wealth sluiced around in the city’s pockets that when a trend happened, whole districts could change character for a generation, such as that fad for thick white plaster interspersed with black wood. Aderyn always loved those houses. They were pretty, and expansive, and had sloped rooves and handholds all over them, and they were designed to try and emulate a style of the nobility four hundred years gone, with only impressions and ideas. The modern throwing on a cloak of the past – it was so very Timoritian, to Aderyn’s eye. Now the row of Tudor homes around the town-house estate mirrored it. They were nice houses, but the Praefoco estate was nicer.

	Once, it had been owned by a baron, who had lost it to a lawyer, who had lost it to his own mortality, and the valuable property still showed the signs, under its nouveaux riche aspirations. There were spines at the windowsills to discourage climbing, hardy metal juts that sat on the edges of the rooftop like a crown of thorns. It was another contrast with those houses around it – they had balconies and windows and shutters – but they didn’t have bars on those windows, didn’t have hard metal frames on their balconies with thick glass to keep even the sound of the city from touching its owner.

	It was beautiful, beautiful because it showed the lengths to which the rich would go to keep themselves that little bit above, that little bit detached from those people who they still considered lesser. 

	“What a fucking shitheap.” Rafe said next to her. Aderyn was still unsure just how to deal with him. Most of the poor people she had interacted with personally had been hard-working, polite, and scrubbed themselves  clean enough to make soap blush. Rafe was her first real interaction with someone from the criminal class. It was dreadfully awkward the way that none of her studies had prepared her for him. He didn’t even have a cheeky accent.

	“You think so?” Aderyn asked, diplomatically as she could, walking along the rooftop, past row after row of tightly packed flower-pot chimney-tops. 

	“Yeah, look at it.”

	“I am.”

	“You have there how much of a guy’s money spent buying space to hold shit that doesn’t do anything?” 

	“Ah.”

	“Ah what?” Rafe shot back, turning and squinting at her. Glaring at her, his hands bunched up by his sides, he planted his fists on his hips as if to hide that he had formed them into fists. At least he didn’t look so much like he’d been dragged out of a pipe. 

	Technically, she had not yet graduated from her studies as an Assassin, but this sort of work could be a very useful little extracurricular feather in her cap. In a manner of speaking. Rafe, therefore, was her partner in grades, and as with all such group work, she was determined to rise together – and not let his truculence draw them both down. All she had to do was set him useful, workable tasks, and she could take care of the rest. 

	Hm, there probably wouldn’t be an essay to write after this one. Aderyn wasn’t sure if that made her pleased or slightly sad.

	Rafe had come out of Draftfane prison wearing rags and hadn’t been well-washed or fed, three things that the priest and his pet knight had addressed. No blessing had come without a challenge, though; bread and butter were plenty to fill his belly but the water had been tepid and flat, and shortly after feasting he’d had to belch like a pig in mud. The bath was welcome and feeling his hair without knots of blood and mud in it was wonderful, but he had had to bathe arse-naked in the room with the knight standing in the room, for fear that he escape out a window narrower than his head.

	Briefly, he considered she might not have been watching, and he wasn’t sure if that was a relief or even more embarrassing.

	Then he’d dressed, and Rafe’s natural prickliness had a hard time explaining the feeling in his chest for his new gear. They were robes, stout and woollen and grey, in the same style as Brother Fratarelli’s. The sash around the waist was a tight red cord, stout and tied not with a knot but with a loop and knot system, fitting in snug and keeping it from sliding down over his hips. The shirt of the robe, when pulled up, folded over in front to cover his chest entirely – and hide the woollen seam – but he’d let that hang undone, down off his hips - which gave his lower body the impression of greater mass than it had. To keep the sleeves from trailing, he’d tied them off at his waist, and his undershirt – a simple black sleeveless with a high neck – sufficed to hide his immodesty. If there was any immodesty in his nipples, he wasn’t honestly sure. Around his throat, he’d tied the last vestige of his first clothes – the scarf he’d been allowed to keep in Draftfane. Rafe wore shoes from the priest’s own set – almost sandals, with the toes and heels open, leather straps that ran up his calves. With his hair washed, it’d come out to a much cleaner white than the disgustingly brown mass it’d become – and he felt the overall effect was more than a little bit dashing.

	Nobody would ever hear that thought spoken aloud, though.

	Aderyn was dressed conservatively by comparison; she had on suede boots that met her leggings and kept going well past that point, a looped belt with a sashed end that hung over one of her hips, a white shirt tucked into her pants with some freedom to leave her chest to the imagination, and long sleeves that tied off at the wrists. Looking at Rafe as he both strutted, and tried to not look like he was strutting, she couldn’t help but wonder if the boy had ever worn clothes that fit him before. 

	“Ah, that’s your... genre of... outlook.” Aderyn attempted, diplomatically. 

	Rafe looked like he was about to have A Moment, or possibly An Argument, there, on the rooftop high above the well-lit streets that surrounded the Praefoco estate under an otherwise starlit sky. This high up, the sky was a lovely violet colour – and Rafe and herself stood out against it. Not the best time for him to start shouting – but instead, he just sagged at the shoulder. 

	 “Got a knife?” Rafe asked as he walked along the rooftops.

	“An Assassin comes prepared,” Aderyn responded primly.

	“That’s not an answer.”

	“Then yes, Rafe. I have a knife.”

	Rafe straightened up, rubbing his neck with both hands, walking a little along the rooftop to look across the street at the estate. It was too wide to easily jump – and down at the ground level, there were guards and dogs, not to mention lights.  The secret of stealth, Rafe reflected, looking down into the streets, was not in being hard to see. It was going to the places nobody looked. Nobody was looking up. People walked the streets down on the ground, even the barneys whose job it was to watch the rooftops and protect the homes here. People didn’t look up. Why would they look up? Nothing they cared about was up. 

	“Two targets... getting in’s a bit of a hassle, but nothing too hard...” he said, mapping his way across the street, the movement of the barneys. Ground level really was a risk. Clucking his tongue against the roof of his mouth, he gripped a chimney pot and hoisted himself onto it wholly, balancing on the heels of his feet, knees out, squatting like a frog. “Out again might be hard during the party. I’ll need to get in to make the hit.”

	“The hit?” Aderyn asked, blinking at him with the wide-eyed sincerity of someone who wanted to ensure nobody was being a fool.

	“The kill.” He grumbled. “What’s the word you use for them?” 

	"Well, typically, the target, the strike, the removal. And anyway , I'm sure I can take care of that-"

	"What?"

	Aderyn's face took on the cast of a student trying to explain things to their stupid task partner. "Brother Fratarelli did make it quite clear that he knows you haven't killed anyone-"

	"Where the hell did he get THAT idea?"

	"I'm not sure, but he did seem quite confident." Aderyn raised one hand, fingers curled in, a finger timidly half-raised.

	"And you're confident YOU can do the hit? You killed many people so far?"

	"As many as is appropriate for a young lady."

	"... That is...?"

	"It isn't polite to say."

	Rafe threw his hands in the air. "I cannot believe we're having this conversation. We were hired for an assassination, right?"

	"Well, yes, and-"

	"Annnnd if we fuck up, I go to jail and you go back to Sheepland."

	"Lleywa, but -"

	"Right." Rafe drew in one long breath that seemed to make every part of him bigger, which just as quickly whistled out of him in a defeated gasp. He didn't know the word 'asymmetrical,' but if he had, he'd be spitting it like a swear. Without that erudition he had to make do with a few choice words that hit the floor between him and Aderyn, then biting the knuckles on his left hand.

	"Okay!" Rafe finally spat upwards, holding out the gnawed hand, fingers spread wide. "Okay, okay. Fine. So. It's on me. I fuck up, I go to jail. You fuck up, I go to jail. And you've probably never killed anything bigger than a fly."

	"How many people have you killed, Rafe?"

	Rafe narrowed his gaze sharply. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	"It's a straightforward question." Aderyn said, coolly, smoothing down her blouse without breaking eye contact. "How many people have you killed? Deliberately or accidentally?"

	Rafe met the gaze, but it was of such different type. He could feel his fury boiling around his eyeballs and Aderyn's gaze was just a sheet of glacial ice like the river in the coldest winters. 

	But then he blinked, and looked back at the Praefoco estate. “In by the roof. That balcony’s got a broken snib, you can see how it sits in the frame.” 

	“Snib?”

	“The little metal locks on windows. Y’know? Lock from the inside?” 

	“You know, that’s rather an interesting word.”

	Rafe tried to stop his eyes rolling, dropping from the pot and picking up a loose roof tile. “I go in alone. I take care of it. You sit here and don’t ruin shit for me.”

	Aderyn tried to take what he said in the spirit it was intended – of a young man who had no faith in her ability and knew she had very little to lose if things went dreadfully wrong. On the other hand, the intention didn’t stop Rafe from sounding like an arrogant little – ahem. 

	“That window there, yes? Little off-kilter?” she asked, smoothing down her shirt.

	“Yeah..” Rafe murmured. “I might need a rope-“ he said, to the empty space where Aderyn wasn’t standing any more.

	Houses like these had high sloped roofs, and that meant momentum when you ran. You just had to make a decision. 

	Briefly, Aderyn strode across the sky. Rooftop. The rail of a lamp-post as thick as her wrist. The sky again, the other lamp-post, and then, with all that momentum slamming out of her in a gust, the wall, her fingers hooked onto the wooden crossbeam, jutting from the white plaster. Toes found a lower beam and she shimmied immediately sideways towards that ‘un-snibbed’ window.

	 She really did love this style of house.

	 


Chapter 13

	The snib - and Aderyn really did like that word, she would have to remember it for the future - yielded easily. Since she'd moved first and slid across the wall, her hands gripping the wood, Aderyn neatly blocked Rafe from whatever method he had been planning to use on the window. Instead it was subject to her open palm pressing to the glass, fingers spreading wide and applying pressure in as even a fashion as possible. Tripwires and wax were common in defensive positions - but defensive positions didn't have damaged snibs. Instead, putting her weight on the tips of toes that were holding on an edge maybe three cims, she leant forwards, into her hand, and raised it up. The damaged snib was maybe half-broken, only sitting against the groove, rather than sunk down into it, and that pressure lifted the little catch just a far enough that it caught against the wood. The mechanism resisted, it adjusted... then snapped open.

	"Y'got it?" Rafe asked behind her, and his voice lacked something. 

	With the window no longer held, Aderyn pressed fingertips against the recess of the wood, pulling backwards with one arm. The window, hinged at the top, swing up and out - a short chain on the inside hooked to keep the window from swinging too far out and let the rabble's air into the balcony. It swung out... a little. 

	"Hrm." Aderyn said, pursing her lips.

	"Hrm what?" Rafe asked. "It's open, get inside."

	"It's well, it's open enough for me, but, well, Rafe,"

	"Well...?" Rafe asked, as if he wasn't supporting his entire weight on his fingertips and toes.

	"It just might be a bit small for your, ah, large head."

	"My what?!" And there it was, whatever it was that had been missing in Rafe's voice.  Something indignant, perhaps?

	"Well, not that this is perhaps the best venue for a conversation like this, but your head is somewhat... ah..."

	"Get in there for f-" Rafe began

	The window creaked at the right moment, and Aderyn swept one arm underneath the black wood and glass, grabbing the edge of the inside sill. Stepping off the wood of the wall, she hoisted herself up, sharply darting on one side of the chain. Lifting with her arm, she tensed her shoulder, and folded in the middle. For one moment, her back end pressed against the glass, pressed flat momentarily, out a little at both sides, and clearly, Rafe had been looking, because he snorted out a laugh. 

	"That," Aderyn said, as she unfolded herself on the other side of the windowsill, acrobatically dismounting from the windowsill, "is hardly appropriate."

	Aderyn stood up, turned, and looked out the window. She looked down at the chain, briefly, giving an expression that Rafe was quickly coming to associate with 'What's this pillock done now.' 

	"I think the chain can be-"

	Rafe threw himself sideways, a lope where Aderyn would have made a step. Instead of grabbing the windowsill and pulling himself up, he caught the solid black wood underneath it. Then, without a moment of grace, he pulled himself hand-over-hand up underneath the window. If not for the whiteness of his already-pale knuckles, Aderyn wouldn't believe he was even trying. Of course, the boy was pale all over - but who wasn't, who grew up in Timoritia?

	Rafe slipped through the window easily, pulling himself hand over hand, but his head didn't hit the floor - instead he caught himself with one hand on the carpeted floor, curling up and rolling to sit on the floor. Barely a breath and he stood up again, reaching over to the window to tug it shut. He pressed his thumb against the snib for barely a moment, and Aderyn saw his thumbnail go whiter for a moment while he shoved it out of the track.

	"Okay," Rafe said, turning around, resting his hands on the sash under his folded robe. "We're in. Gotta find Praefoco and Tully..." He rubbed his chin.

	They had gone over the plan, in the church, looking at the layout on a desk. Two pairs of hands had pointed out areas in the plan of the building, outlining areas where a suspicious boy expected to see guards, and where a suspicious girl didn't want to reveal she knew there were guards. Neither of the pair had been quite as forthcoming with one another about their plan as they could have. Rafe, after all, wanted to escape and didn't feel it was wise to reveal more about what he knew, or could do, than was safe. He had no idea why Aderyn was so cagey - but she'd clearly been to the estate. It was all in the little signals.

	Aderyn rubbed her own chin, and Rafe was sure she was making fun of him. "Split up, perhaps? It's a large estate, and both of us would make more, ah, noise, than one of us." 

	Downstairs, champagne was filling glasses, which tinkled against one another as people oh-so-carelessly risked chipping glasses worth more than Rafe's life savings. "You're heading downstairs, aren't you?" he asked.

	"Why, I imagine I could blend in reasonably easily," Aderyn said with a sweet smile. "Your outfit isn't very... ah... festive."

	"I look like a priest."

	"No, you look like a male entertainer trying to evoke a particular priestly fantasy."

	"What."

	Footsteps interrupted the response. Rafe swung a palm out to the wall, then stepped upwards against it, throwing himself up into the air. One foot on the wall, second step up, and then he was up in a light fixture. Rafe hunkered in the shadows up above the lights for a moment. He knew this art - the guard was going to stumble up to Aderyn, who would flash him a smile and make an excuse and-

	Aderyn had the window open again, and swung out the window like she was fleeing the scene. The window swung shut again, resting closed. and from his higher vantage point, Rafe could see the tiny outline of Aderyn's fingers, gripping the hard dark wood. That was odd...

	The guard shuffled on past. The lamp systems were gas; high tech and impressive. Long cables that carried the gas and charge ran up from the bottom of the metal rig around his feet, and then up into the ceiling. Seeing the big-booted flat-foot with a beer gut, Rafe was immediately filled with hope. Guards like that tended to not want to run, and that nice fancy uniform he had spoke of a long time in a private guard position - which meant he wasn't likely to take risks. The kind of guard who'd rather report a missing vase than chase whoever was carrying it.

	He ambled out of earshot. Rafe swung himself over the edge of the light fitting and opened the window again, reaching down to help Aderyn up. 

	Hang on, why did he do that again? 

	If he'd locked her out, she wouldn't be able to ruin the hit, which consciously, he'd been telling himself he was expecting. Except here he was, his forearm gripping her pale arm and squeezing as a silent signal she should grip him tight, and pulling her into the enclosed room that was called a balcony. Standing straight, as Aderyn brushed herself off, he adjusted his belt. 

	"Well," Aderyn said, with a strange guarded tone. "I think I shall descend into the depths and find myself an invitation," and Rafe realised she hadn't been expecting the hand. 

	"... I'll stay up here. The quad should have partygoers in there. Don't see signs of many guards here - these two guys don't seem the like to ever think they're in any kind of danger." With the movement of the one guard, that lazy, slow amble, he probably wasn't expecting much danger, but was expecting to have to keep walking for hours. Then, priorities. "You going for Praefoco, or Tully?"

	Aderyn shook her head. "You're not trying for both...?"

	Rafe blinked and the question had in it such a stinging rebuke he didn't know why his gut felt like it was suddenly full of mice. "Well... hit 'em both together, hit 'em apart...? The less time between the hits, easier we can escape, right?"

	Aderyn tapped him on the nose, her smile brightly lighting up their little hiding spot. "Wonderful idea. Well, Tully is a father and a noble; I imagine he might be an easier target for me to find."

	"Alright. Praefoco's mine, then. Make your hit and get out, fast." And then Rafe drew a breath, "If you hit before I do, get out. No point us both getting caught..."

	Aderyn nodded - and stepped out of the balcony, walking on cat-silent treads. God, the girl was a shadow.

	Rafe hoisted himself up into the rafters again, a one-two-step up to the ceiling and a simple crawl along the upper skirting boards, adjusting his undershirt as he went. Rafe didn't think that much as he crept along towards the centre of the building, looking for the windows that faced into the little green courtyard all the way down on the ground. It was only when he slipped through a laundry cupboard - so large it had two doors! - and looked down into the sparkling lights and the bright white linens of tables and dresses that Rafe realised that Aderyn hadn't even considered that he might make the hit first.

	




Chapter 14

	Why had she mentioned that the man was a father?

	That thought nagged at Rafe in a very non-specific way. Since she'd thrown herself off a rooftop and popped a window with more care than he would have, he'd been re-evaluating what he thought of the gi-the young la-the woman. 

	The building had that lovely tudor outside, with its white spaces and black lines, and its inside was all wooden panelling, polished and kept well. Up here on the top storey, rather than run gas pipes through the floor, they'd run them up to the high ceiling, and created a little space of shadow above the gas-lit lamps, a space where an enterprising person of flexible stance and quiet grace could compress themselves and move with relative ease. 

	Rafe loved these old houses. If every house had space like this he could have treated the secured homes of the four noble houses as a goddamn highway. The snaking gas pipe that ran from one corner of the house rested on a wooden panel that hung from the ceiling on stout metal braces, but also had a thin patina of dust on it. Rafe could imagine servants stuffing a feather duster up through the narrow gap between the centre and the sides - a gap a little wider than one of his feet - until it hit the ceiling above, and wiggle it around until the thing came back dusty. Actually coming up here to clean would be hazardous and irritating and servants, even the most conscientious of servants, were rarely in their job because they loved removing dust from homes so large their owners would never notice if they did it or not. When the panels met a light fitting, they spread wider - and that gave Rafe the room to climb up, even if it did leave the light fixture swaying gently. 

	The gentle bob of the light fitting, the faint groan of the wood as Rafe tested his weight against it wouldn't have caught most guards anyway. Certainly not this retirement-bound dullard. The soft carpets down on the floor, a floor that barely ever creaked, gave a familiar pwad-pwad-pwad that fairly announced the guard's location like he was ringing a bell. He talked to himself, too, and Rafe listened for a few moments.

	Rafe was not Aderyn; he had no classic education in fiction, no appreciation for the assumption that a man left to his own devices and speaking unobserved was meant to speak at length and usefully about the task any listener was doing. That wasn't what he expected. Rafe was listening for something else. As it happened, the guard was doing what most sane individuals reserved for private walks and the shower: He was winning an argument against someone who had stopped talking to him a few hours ago.

	"Don't see why the girl shouldn't  know how to use a sword," and such phrases. No confessions of drunken stumblings home. "She's my daughter too," No mention of a particular favourite meal of the lord's, or convenient locations of keys, "Don't see what she'll learn stitching that she doesn't already know," just disjointed complaining at someone who wasn't there to listen to it. 

	Rafe's bare fingers slid along the wood while he moved above the guard. The guard moved in a little puddle of noise, a safe little place. In his time he'd learned one of the fastest ways to move around was in the shadow of a bigger boy.

	A corner in the hallway pulled the guard along. Rafe could see him through the narrow slit in the ceiling. If the guard had looked up, he’d have seen nothing, too; not even Rafe’s pale face and hands were evident compared to the bright light.

	Rafe didn’t remember when he learned that trick – when he learned how people who held lights were blind. It was just something the gutters knew and he knew it too. When a guardsman was running around waving a hooded lantern, it showed you nice and clear the only place that the guard was even bothering to look. This one had a wide, well lit corridor to patrol around, up and down, up and down, around the corner, and around the other corner, maybe stop and look at that statue of a Pegasus, move on again. The man had the lazy legs of a career guard, ambling along.

	When Rafe found a fork in the ceiling’s chamber, away from the guard, he didn’t hesitate before taking it. The Praefoco estate had a courtyard in the middle, a space some ten meters by ten meters, enormous in a city so tightly packed. You could play a decent game of football there, or cricket, or some other traditional game. Rafe wasn’t familiar with traditional games, really – the only one he remembered was ‘kick the shit out of the posh kid,’ or, failing that, ‘the kid that can read.’

	The rooms were a different tale to the hallway. Some were glorified closets, he expected a library, maybe a smoking room – things that men of noble birth wanted to do up on stilts away from the cobblestones that had commoners sometimes upon them.

	Rafe slowly relaxed his grip on the knife. Praefoco was just a target. While he had to die for the sake of Rafe’s freedom, and he was going to die because Rafe was good at his job, Praefoco was not some jumped-up mid-street jackass with soap behind his ears and a sneer over his folded arms, having hired bigger bullies to do his fighting for him. He wasn’t the wealthy man with a cane who knew the constables and was vicious enough to come back to give orphans a thrashing. Praefoco was just another nobleman, he wasn’t some kind of symbol –

	Rafe looked down at the room underneath him and his eyes widened. Nobody in that room – and the fixture sat in the centre of the room nice and clear, giving him the room to slither down onto the ground, to look around the room, to look down at the open book before him. Momentarily paranoid, he darted away, like the book could bite him, to the room’s door, and leant down to check the door. A little nudge of his wrist against the doorknob – it was locked. He was secure. 

	It was not the book that had caught his eye. It was the stand next to it, taller than him and hosting a white robe with a hood that looked like the priest’s. While owning a white hooded robe was in no way a remarkable thing, the mask hanging from the thing and the prominence it had, in this half-lit room was quite astounding. 

	Rafe didn’t murmur to himself, ‘what the fuck.’ And let the word trail off into nothing. That was amateur burglar shit. The first time you found yourself in a churchman’s basement where a leather saddle was hooked to the ceiling underneath some elaborate contraption on chains, you had to lose that instinct because there was nothing that people with money didn’t eventually find interesting. 

	A white robe like a priest’s, and a mask, featureless and almost perfectly shaped. It was creepy – the only word Rafe had for it. The book, sat next to it, was opened wide, which immediately made Rafe figure it as unimportant. He’d found a way into this room without even trying, and the book wasn’t locked – despite having a padlock. A quick look at the page yielded row after row of numbers and other odd symbols, margins in red ink, where math that didn’t make sense to him spilled downwards.

	What did make sense to him was down the bottom – the smear of black text:

	Ulster doesn’t want the Wifeless supply cut off – v imp. Check w/Nebrn

	Rafe shrugged his shoulders, and looked up at the not-quite ghost of fabric. Normally when he saw a weird thing in a noble’s house, it made some sense. The room full of mirrors, the enormous playpen, the leather stuff and the saddles and the buckles? That all made sense. Somehow he could look at a noble and figure, well I know what that’s for.

	This?

	This just gave him the willies. 

	Rafe looked at the walls, picked his space, and ran up into the ceiling, heading further inwards. A book full of bad mathematics, a phantomlike outfit, and a locked door that wouldn’t block anyone who thought in curves was odd. It wasn’t a distraction. But maybe it meant Praefoco had something to say – or think – about people in robes with hoods. 

	Rafe hung over the gas pipe and listened carefully for sounds of the guard. Couldn’t hear them – man was probably scoring himself a cigarette on the balcony. Good. Guy deserved it, and it meant he wasn’t in the path of danger. Rafe didn’t-quite-smile as he made his way forwards, inwards. A corner , another corner – signs he was at the inside ring of the house. Next light fitting, he peeked down, and swung into the room. 

	The internal walls still had that tudor style, but the black wooden barriers around formed a square frame into open space, with folding shutters and thick woollen curtains, pulled back. The room, well-lit, only served to glimmer up above and provide a warm atmosphere for the green downstairs, where  metal ovens, decorated tastefully, sat on wrought-iron legs on the grass, so they could provide warmth to the laughing, giggling nobles.

	These arseholes would even insulate themselves against the good honest wind. Rafe’s sneer wasn’t even conscious. Putting his hands on the sill, he peered downwards, looking for a figure – where was she. She should have been able to make her way down to the ground level and blend in – unless something had gone wrong.

	Ah.

	There she was – Aderyn, sliding through the crowd...

	Wait, nobody was even looking at her?!

	




Chapter 15

	From the ground, all clouds fly the same. Sage, homespun wisdom from the grassy fields and endlessly sodden skies of Lleywa. It rang in Aderyn’s mind as she stepped downstairs, moving light and easy, a simple plucked flower from a passed vase tucked behind one ear all it took to transform her work clothes to unfashionable party wear in the eyes of people who were not well-versed in the utility represented by a double-buckled belt. It was wisdom that Aderyn had felt it unwise to impart upon Rafe, in no small part because he seemed resistant to wisdom of all stripes, but also because she imagined him giving her an unutterably pained look at her wealthy plights. Perhaps he’d run a fingertip down his cheek and exaggeratedly pout.

	“My word, look at that ridiculous outfit.”

	She'd smiled at a maid as she rounded a corner, offering a wink of explanation that seemed sufficient as she spiralled her hair up onto the top of her head. One long pin, previously positioned to hold her hair close to her neck, repurposed swiftly to hold her hair up atop her head, a coil of braid out of the way in a style that, with the flower adorning the crest, looked quite fetching. Bright purple flower, too, contrasted quite well with her hair. 

	"Well, look at the girl. Obviously from Lleywa."

	No makeup, and no jewellery, but that was an acceptability, because after all, she was dealing with Timoritia’s high society, in a house owned by a man of no noble birth. That meant the people here were here as a curiosity and would expect to see –

	"How can you tell?"

	There it was. The giggle at the hayseed. How excellent.

	"Well, she's not painted blue, so she's no Hadrian, and she's not blown up yet, so she's not from the Isle either,"

	Aderyn smiled courteously as she weaved past a waiter and through the crowd. Nobody was questioning her, even in that outfit, certainly not the way they would Rafe. Rafe was not the kind of boy who knew how to look purposeful, to look like he belonged. Aderyn briefly imagined if they’d chosen alternate routes, smiling at the idea of shadowing a lone guard safely through an unoccupied area, then considered how Rafe would react to just one of the looks she was currently receiving.

	"Oh you are wicked, aren't you?" 

	Best to just keep moving. Move with purpose, and nobody would think anything of it. Her disguise was barely thicker than a breath but it didn’t matter, because here, she was surrounded by people so cuddled in privilege, they had never needed to identify someone who didn’t belong at least when a vichyssoise fork wasn’t involved. A smile, a nod, a bob of a head, and – crucially – correctly identifying barons and knights and using sir and your grace and madam at the right time let her snake through the crowd like smoke.

	"Wasn't there a King from Lleywa?" 

	Did it much matter that she heard, behind her, the voices idly gossiping? She was barely worth commenting on, so when she heard those words that she knew had to be about her, she didn’t even feel it. Why should she? They didn’t know her mother, her father, know the wonderful soft grass of the fields of Lleywa, or the people there. 

	"Oh, yes, the Black Thane!" said one of the voices, the conversation having bubbled along quite enough. What a perfect time to interrupt!

	"Why, hello there," Aderyn said, her voice carrying a lilt of enthusiasm, but not quite enough to sound as sing-song as she did, back on the streets talking to Mr Bauer. "Lady E'sparagos!" Aderyn said, stepping into the circle of conversation, radiating sweet naivete. "It's me, Queeny's friend, Aderyn!" Tilt the head, smile turning into a beam, the girl watched as the older noblewoman, in her white silks decorated with folded blue fabric roses, ran through a swift range of emotions. First, there was the surprise at the voice, the greater surprise that someone had pronounced her name correctly, and then there was the irritation on seeing a young lady wearing such dowdy pants, and then the realisation that even if she didn't remember Aderyn, she did remember the young Quynn Wyndsyr, whose parents she may even be stirred enough to call relevant. The woman did all this with a sequence of eye widenings and nose scrunches. It was a little cute, really, like watching a very old hamster pass complex opinions while chewing onions. 

	"Ah, yes, young l-ady," said the senior E'sparagos, turning with a sweep of her arm. Nobody missed the awkward pause hiding in lady, as if she was double-checking in her own mind if she was doing the right thing, or perhaps if she could remember Aderyn's name. No matter. "It's been quite some time," she managed, as she looked to the pair talking to her, in their lovely black suits, under the starry sky.

	Cameo Tully was a tall man, but he was no broader in the shoulder than Rafe was. The black hair on his head had greyed at the edges, and the whole of it was slicked back. Normally, this made men of his particular expression look like very large, well dressed butler rats, but with his clear blue eyes, and the sincerity of his smile, Aderyn saw nothing of that to him there. Really, he was more like a badger, a large kind looking gentleman who wore his advancing age with some dignity. 

	Elian Praefoco, on the other hand, had a bit too much of the rodent about him, which Aderyn was careful to file away for the future. That surname was too many letters for a genuinely humble man, so chances are he was a half-noble or someone whose lineage was Legally Dead somewhere back upstream. The man had the polished elbows and gaudy rings that said he knew what poverty was and he never wanted to be associated with it. Brown hair, slightly overlarge ears, and the vaguest hunch forwards, standing next to Tully's side with a closeness that reminded Aderyn of nothing so much as the boy who fancied himself a bully's best friend.

	That was a signal worth remembering.

	"Oh, oh, Lady E'sparagos, I'm - oh, you're too kind," Aderyn gushed, pressing her hand to her bosom and leaning forwards, all but prattling as she smiled up to the older woman. "You needn't pretend that a young lady like me- oh, oh, oh, but where are my manners," she said, turning and bowing with a bob of her head to the two men, holding their drinks. A little drinking corner, away from the rest of the crowd, discussing... probably nothing with the older woman nearby. After all, she had a pair of sons she was trying to find weddings for, and Tully's daughter was a well-recognised opportunity. "Um, Lord - Lord Tully, yes?" she said, biting her lower lip, her hair a-quiver as if she was about to swoon. "And M-ister Praefoco?" she asked, looking to Praefoco, mimicking that pause. The effect was palpable. Suddenly, Lady E'sparagos and Tully straightened up, smiling the tiniest of smug smiles, and Praefoco's eyes darkened. 

	You could do more with a pause than with a dagger, sometimes.

	"Yes indeed, young lady," Tully said, his voice low as the earth, the laugh hanging in the back of his throat. "But what of you?"

	Aderyn smiled coyly, running her finger along her lower lip. Good thing Lady E'sparagos was wearing her heels; standing close to her both drew the eye away from Aderyn's practical clothing and made her seem smaller, younger. That worked well with, "Oh, well," she giggled as a nervous girl would. "My name is Aderyn DuThane, and I'm an Assassin."

	Suddenly, everyone was all smiles. That made sense! 

	"Oh! Oh, and its' exams now, isn't it?" Tully asked, turning the glass in his hand with a grin. "Of course, that explains the outfit!"

	"Well, I thought it was quite daring," said E'sparagos. A minute ago she'd have buried Aderyn in a haystack without a thought. "Did you come straight from...?"

	"Oh, oh, well," Aderyn gave a shy little smile. "It's a group assessment - I need to be available if my classmates need me."

	"Group assessment," Praefoco said, nodding along with his little ratty way, raising his glass. "Seems wise. You were an Assassin too, weren't you, Tully?"

	Tully nodded. "Mm, yes indeed. That was almost forty years ago, though," he laughed, tilting his glass towards Praefoco, a tiny little gesture of acceptance and acknowledgement. "I dare say it's changed quite a bit!" his eye fell back on Aderyn while he put his glass to his lips.

	Aderyn gave a shy little dip of her head, hair falling out of its place behind her ear. She used both hands to put it back, smoothing her hair in hand over hand gesture, then back behind her ear again, giving an awkward little giggle. "Oh, I'm sorry - I," she blushed suddenly. "Oh! Oh no, Mr Praefoco, I'm so sorry!"

	"What?" Praefoco asked, blurting and straightening up in the same sudden motion. "What did you-"

	"I didn't even think - of course, if there's an assessment in the area, of course the school would have asked you, since-"

	Praefoco grumbled as he looked over Aderyn's shoulder, pointedly blanking her. "I don't believe the school did..." Crucially though, he didn't look at her like he knew who she was... or who she wasn't.

	Why didn't Praefoco know she wasn't invited?

	Was he just that relaxed with the idea of an Assassin just wandering into his party? Well, things were going to get very awkward for him indeed. 

	"That so, Elian?" Tully asked, and the use of a first name was an olive branch. "Bit of a shame! The Guild is a good school, and it never hurts to have good recruiting prospects on hand. You, young lady - you've a plan after school?"

	"Oh, of course," she said, "I'm going back to Lleywa, to help run my parents' estate."

	"Oh? No brothers?" Tully asked, and he looked honestly surprised. "I thought everyone in Lleywa came in pairs."

	"Ahah, no," Aderyn offered, "That's the sheep."

	Praefoco gave a wrinkle-nose sneer, tired of the distraction. E'sparagos had pulled his focus and now Aderyn was making it worse. "Mnh, I could use a smoke," he said, looking up at the tall nobleman. "I've some DuMaurier cigarettes up in the study - fancy one, Tully?" 

	"Ah, DuMaurier," Tully offered, smiling wide. Setting his glass down on one of the many small, tall tables, he clasped his hands together. "If you ladies will forgive us - it's definitely a man's taste, no?" He raised one eyebrow, and reached out to Aderyn, taking her hand - meeting her half-way - as she smiled to him, and dipped her head. "Very nice to meet you, young lady."

	"Thank you, my lord." Aderyn said, dipping at the knee. 

	The two men filed away, into the building, and Aderyn turned to Lady E'sparagos, drawing her breath with her nostrils flaring. Now this was the next challenge to escape. 

	




Chapter 16

	Cameo Tully wasn’t, in his own mind, a bad man. Almost nobody who went to a school that taught you how to kill a man could be. There were certain mental gymnastics that required you to take on a different outlook. Tully’s father had trained at the Assassins for two years, after all, although the senior Tully had not ever completed the final exams. A little fee could often waive those tedious components of the education. In his own days, Tully had been a bully, no less, taking to the fencing classes and the knife use with a dignified pride, feeling the importance of his family station protecting him. Oh, Cameo – ‘Cammers’ – had never had to be the sort of boy who ran to hide behind his father’s name, no. Those were the little bullies, the ones who kicked and punched and shouted because they cried themselves to sleep at night.

	No, Cameo Tully was better than everyone he met, and since he could lift other boys out of the swimming pool by their heads, and rode first class on the train and knew how to make another boy’s wrist squeak when he grabbed it, he felt there was no reason not to.

	Men like Cameo Tully are rare indeed, he reflected. Even at the Assassins’ school there were a tiny number of people he had any respect for. A few of the teachers, the ones who had known better than to bother pushing him to try hard. One or two had used the odious word ‘prodigy,’ which just felt like it was gilding the lily. After all, he knew he was very, very good at everything the school really wanted him to do, why be gauche about it? It did mean, however, that he very rarely had anything interesting to do, and even more rarely could do business with his peers.

	Walking through Praefoco’s estate was a perfect highlight of this. Praefoco was a decent businessman, and fairly tolerable as an associate went. In his school days, Tully imagined he knew boys like Praefoco, and regarded them as friends-ish. Even with his hands slid behind his back, immaculate white gloves and dark suit and his hair done as best he could, though, there was just something about the man that smacked of being a dreadful oik. Like he thought keeping a secret was all it took to be useful. 

	Not that that was all Praefoco had to him. He was utterly shameless, and he was common, which meant there was business he could do that no sensible noble would want anything to do with. Particularly this fuss with the Kettleweed. Of course it was disgusting, and of course any good-thinking person wanted nothing to do with things like that. Also, the man could keep a secret.

	Overall, he was certainly worth the trade of a middle daughter. Not an exceptional man, and he’d be an irritating son-in-law, but probably wouldn’t need much of an inheritance, and it wasn’t like she was worth that much either. 

	“Ah, DuMaurier cigarettes,” Praefoco’s oily voice broke Tully’s quiet contemplation. Another of the man’s frailties - silences seemed to bother him. Couldn’t just stand and think, had to speak about nothing rather than just wait. “-and silky,” he concluded. Not a word between them had mattered.

	“Yes, I’m familiar with the brand,” Tully said, reaching out to the offered cigar case, stroking one bare finger casually against the soft felt to the side of the cigarettes that didn’t quite fill the available space. He held the cigarette up and looked around the study while he waited for the thing to be lit. 

	It was really a pretty study. This estate was much better than he’d imagined when he heard it was being sold. The windows were pleasantly small, too, in this study; they were fixed closed, and just high enough at the shoulder that they could let in some light and show the sky, but not so broad that a wall could be dominated by a view of other houses just facing back inwards. Who wanted that? Bookshelves on three walls, nicely tended floorboards, fixed and firm so they didn’t creak, soft carpets and – 

	The cigarette was lit, and Tully raised it to his lips and took a long, smooth drag, revelling in that moment of the dusky flavours. Praefoco was a pedestrian little commoner aiming to be something more, but he did know where to buy the best of things in life. He tugged the cigarette from his lips, considering again what to say. The decisions were made, but he had no intention of telling Praefoco about the agreement until he’d learned everything Praefoco had to tell him. It served well to remind the younger man of his place. 

	“And now, about Christina,” Praefoco began.

	“Kirsten,” Tully corrected him, slightly bored. “I must say, you –“

	Tully caught the start in his throat, and another part of his childhood rushed back to him. Games of stealth in the schoolyard, where someone would spot something, and not be sure, so they’d continue on, while their mind wandered and the important thing was to be decisive.

	Cameo Tully whirled around with one hand  still holding his cigarette, grabbed the letter opener on the table with the other hand, and swung wide behind him, grinning as he loosed the blade towards the door frame. It didn’t matter, because his throw had been high – that girl was moving towards him like a charging cat, shoulders low, her head hiding her body, looking him straight in the eyes, with a knife in her hand. 

	Tully’s mind moved like quicksilver. The girl was smaller than him, much smaller than him, and probably lacked for his powerful upper body. That meant she’d aim for his stomach, which is what junior assassins are told to try. Mostly, they’d try for the neck or the head, because that seems vulnerable, but the stomach is the route to an eventual death. To strike at the head successfully requires remarkable strength and precision – the stomach is a softer target and the rupture of it almost inevitably leads a man to bleed to death. What’s more, she’d have to avert her gaze soon, and when she looked away, he’d see where she looked, which would show him where to strike at next. Signals, it was all about signals.

	He’d have to work out what the girl was playing at, though, what with this business. If he didn’t kill her fending her off, but well, what did he expect? She did start the fight, after all. 

	Tully’s body tensed like a spring in the instant as Aderyn closed in on him, staring her in the eyes, not blinking, refusing to be cowed, as he tried to know which way to turn. She was a slip of a girl, and she was young – there was no way she could bring herself to kill him while she looked him in the eyes.

	No way at all.

	No... way.

	Tully blinked and stepped left.

	Aderyn streaked past him, one of her hands grabbing his belt momentarily as she used him like a child used a street-pole to whip her momentum around, throwing herself further into the room...

	Cameo Tully blinked a second time and wondered why his hands felt so numb. There was no more vigor to him, none of that... drive that he’d been nursing just a moment before. All the tension oozed out his feet, and he felt a dreadful weight on his head, pulling his gaze downwards. The immaculate white of his shirt contrasted with the black of his suit... and the drops of dark red down on the floor, between his feet. His hands reached up, to feel at his navel, his chest, and found no wound, none of the heat of blood... until he saw a dribble of dark red wet fall down, past his hands, and into the splash on the floor.

	He tried to speak, but all he could taste was blood. So it went to the ages that the final words of one Cameo Tully were, “Mrhghhgh hgh hrrr.” 

	As Cameo Tully tumbled down to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut, the dagger stabbed up through his jawbone, into the roof of his  mouth and further still, his last thoughts were of those bright eyes, staring up at his, unblinking and unafraid.

	*

	Praefoco was huddled up against the wall, under one of the windows as he gripped the walls, his jaw slack, his eyes wide, staring at Aderyn as she stood on the desk, hoisting herself upwards with the last of the momentum, the now-deceased Cameo Tully as her counterbalance. She stood with a very steady ease, smiling politely as she took Tully’s sash from his form and started to wipe the weapon clean, almost as if Praefoco wasn’t in the room.

	“Wh-wh-what was thatI!?” The businessman blurted, his eyes all-but escaping his head.

	"I told you. I'm an assassin." Aderyn said, calmly.

	"Yes, but I didn't think you meant it!" Praefoco stammered. “W-was this about the Black King’s Crown!? I swear, I, I-“

	A fist crashed through the window over his head. It was, Aderyn reflected, quite a good window for preventing assassination since it was so secure, but the metal rod that ran up the centre was not much of an impediment to someone willing to make noise, and it wasn’t like Rafe was a subtle boy. Rafe hauled with all his strength, dragging the man up and out of the window, smashing his face into the jagged glass of his window – before thrusting downwards to stab the sharp, broken spike, once a security feature and now a murder weapon – into the back of the man’s neck, punching it up and through his throat. 

	Praefoco died without so much as a scream. Rafe slithered past him in through the window and held himself high off the ground for a moment, before throwing himself into the room, landing on the desk next to Aderyn. 

	“Huh.” He managed. Which was something, at least.

	“Yes, Rafe?” 

	He looked down at the crumpled Tully. The bigger target, the harder target. Rafe had imagined he could have maybe managed the same, with a bit more tussling, but it wouldn’t have positioned Praefoco so perfectly. “... How’d you do that?”

	Aderyn smoothed her knife, then her hair and tucked the former away. “I am sure he just underestimated me, due to my being a slight person compared to him.”

	Rafe narrowed his gaze. A moment of watching Aderyn’s sweet, bright eyes, and he looked away, stepping off the desk. “Broken glass’ll bring maids or someone soon. Sorry couldn’t be quieter.”

	“It couldn’t be helped. It was an excellent opportunity to prevent a scream.”

	Rafe looked at Aderyn again, and drew a long breath. “... Okay. Anyway, we should move.” He gestured with his thumb at the window. 

	“Would you be so kind as to move the body, first?” Aderyn asked. “It would make life easier. 

	Grumbling, Rafe walked over to the pinned-to-the-sill Praefoco, and shook his head. “Don’t see what’s so important with this weed anyway.” 

	"Oh dear. Um, Rafe, you are aware of where babies come from." Aderyn said. She didn’t ask, which was strange, because every word in the sentence sounded like it formed a question.

	Turning from his grim task, Rafe spared Aderyn his look of burning scorn, dried up slightly, to become withering scorn.

	"Alright, good, quite good, well, you are aware then that young ladies have differently structured... plumbing?" Aderyn gestured somewhat mutely to her midsection.

	"Why, no, Miss Aderyn, why don't you describe it, in detail."

	"Oh, well," Aderyn said, raising one finger. "The outer parts of a young woman's sex organs are-"

	"Okay, okay, yes, I know what you're talking about. Different plumbing." Rafe snorted, working Praefoco up off the spike.

	"Very well, then. Well, Kettleweed, when it's brewed into a tea, and consumed about once a week, will stop a young lady's plumbing from... leaking."

	Rafe almost dropped the burden. "What do you m – oh god, ew, oh god." 

	"... I must say, Rafe, it's a little hypocritical of you to be squeamish about a little blood at a time like this." Aderyn said, that raised finger pointing at Rafe, whose forearms and navel were quite, quite red.

	Rafe gave a flustered gesture. "This, this isn't a little blood! This is lots and lots of blood and I know why it's out there and it's all over my boots! What you're talking about is mysterious and weird."

	Somewhere, that great scale that balanced Rafe's virtues and failings added another weight, and he could feel it. Aderyn adjusted her outfit primly, and looked at the window. “Hm. Just a moment. I need to leave my feather."

	"Your what?"

	"My feather - a signature. That's how the guild knows this wasn't done by an amateur or a copycat."

	Aderyn circled the table, looking for a place that in her mind, would properly represent the murder being done by the owner of the feather, and not try to take credit for both of them.

	"... It's a raven's feather, isn't it."

	"Ugh, no. Everyone picks a raven's feather in first year. Duh. The teacher tends to let them, then everyone gets graded based on the worst-performing person still using the raven feather."

	"And you're...?"

	"A kingfisher." She said, setting down the glossy, green feather, which looked like it had most definitely not been hidden somewhere on a young lady’s person. Rafe briefly wondered about the amount of care Aderyn would have had to take to keep that feather looking so lovely.

	The window. The sill. A gymnastic leap to a gaslamp’s arm, pulled up arm-over-arm. Rafe catching her hand to make it easier for her. The opposite side of the street, watching the Barneys roaming up and down the road quietly.

	As they flit along the rooftops, away from windows and ledges, Rafe mused aloud. "You like kingfishers?"

	"Oh, yes. They're very pretty birds. And they're very smart."

	"They are?"

	"Well, yes - brown kingfishers know how to steal beer." 

	Rafe shrugged, feeling a tile flick under his foot as he leapt a gulf between two houses. That was as good a proof as any.

	 

	 

	




Chapter 17

	The rooftops of Timoritia were a fine place to watch a rising sun. Off the main streets, towards the river that ran through the city, you could raise your head, and see nothing but the clouds, reflecting from below the bright warm colours of a day that, if Rafe understood it right, had come from a part of the world where maybe things were a bit brighter. Knees up against his chest, feet flat on the slope of the roof, his elbows resting on his knees, cheek on his arms, the worst murderer in Timoritia kept circling a question in his mind. 

	Next to him, Aderyn sat, far more primly. Feet flat, knees up, her arms tucked in under her chest, looking not up at the clouds, but across at the street. She, unlike Rafe, was looking for a particular detail – picking out the people in the streets. Brown heads, grey and brown and yellow shirts and tunics, cheap but not too cheap. She’d been watching for minutes, trying to find the bright blue cap of Mr Bauer, as he made his way towards Parcel Street and the first sales of the day.

	Normally, Aderyn planned escape routes with some plasticity. Alarms were raised, typically, and it was very strange that Praefoco hadn’t begun by yelling for guards. After all, Aderyn had just killed Cameo Tully right in front of him. And she was an Assassin, which meant nobody really expected her to kill anyone. After all, Tully was an assassin, too, and he hadn’t exactly been known for a body count. Killing them both and escaping was relatively easy, with almost no pursuit from guards. 

	She knew that wouldn’t work twice, though. Anonymity or professionalism were the typical protections of an Assassin, and she only had a limited quantity of either to use.

	Still, she did have that question to ask Rafe.

	“Y’know-“ He started.

	“I wonder-“ She began.

	An awkward pause, and a clearing of throats. “Srry.” Rafe grumbled. “You go?” he managed, gesturing with one hand, a circular motion like he was turning a wheel. 

	“Well, I was wondering... why do they call you the worst murderer in all of Timoritia?” 

	Nobody with eyes that blue, with a face that pure, should be asking a question like that. Rafe was even more jarred when his memory threw up the image of those exact same eyes, with that same unflinching expression, looked up at a window at him with someone else’s blood running down her forehead and over one eye, like some sort of Hadrian warpaint. “B’cause I’m not very good at it.” He managed.

	“You know, I rather think that’s a dreadful lie.” Aderyn responded. Why wasn’t she blinking?

	“Well...” Rafe shuffled a little on the tiles, squirming uncomfortably. “Just got lucky with Praefoco and the window.”

	“You punched through a window hard enough to break the metal strut in the centre of it and grab a man one-handed, haul him off his feet and impale him through one of the toughest parts of his body on a stout metal spike faster than he could scream. I absolutely have to admire the efficiency.”

	Rafe blinked, and then, finally, Aderyn did, too – with an almost agonising slowness.

	“And what’s more,” she continued, “You didn’t cut your hand on the way in. That’s very rare. Most of the time when people break windows, there are loose shards of glass that fall back, or the pane itself. It seems very strange that you managed that.”

	Rafe looked down at his hand, and thought about it. Eventually, he spoke. “You have to make your hand small and push with all of y’weight. You break the pane in the middle and hold your hand through it while the glass falls. Do it confidently and tense up th’hand and like, none of the glass cuts you. You do it hard and all the glass is small, you see?”

	“And the metal strut?” 

	“It was pretty old. Looked worn.”

	“That’s an awfully observant thing to see. You notice a lot about windows!” she said, smiling at him. It was a compliment, it was shaped like a compliment, but for some reason Rafe couldn’t shake the feeling she was making ever-so-subtle fun of him.  “What was your question?”

	Rafe drew a breath and leant over to look at her. “Why’re you doing this?”

	“I’m an Assassin,” Aderyn said, unblinking again. Holding his gaze and this time he recognised what that meant. In the poorest parts of the street, he’d seen the times when someone got lost down an alleyway with the wrong person, and three or four bigger boys had huddled in the path, shoulder to shoulder, arms folded, heads down and blocked the path. They weren’t doing the deed, they weren’t giving the beating, but they were sure stopping anyone who wanted to help one side or the other. The feeling of staring up at people who would not let him pass, and who he couldn’t make let him pass was too familiar one. Rafe knew a wall when he saw one. 

	Maybe that’s why he liked windows. 

	“Yeah, but,” he said. “You’re getting paid by the church for this?”

	“I consider this work pro bono.”

	“So you’re just killin’ people?”

	“In the name of the betterment of the city.” 

	Rafe looked up at the clouds again, with their rolling hues of violet and peach. “That’s pretty fucked up.” He reached into the folds of his robe. “You think you can make things better by finding the right person to kill?”

	“Yes.” Aderyn said, now looking at the street again, now that Rafe had given up on his line of questioning. “If there was a bad king, killing the king would remove the power that king held, and force it to transfer to someone else.”

	“What if the other king was bad, too?”

	“Then he could also be killed.”

	Rafe tilted his head and raised an eyebrow to cast another gaze at Aderyn. “Just keep killing the bad people, eh?”

	“In a fair and just world, with power distributed equally, we could consider such morality. But we live in a world where you, a whole person, can be considered a handful of coins on a ledger and a person like me can’t, and there are people with more coins and more power than the people over whom they rule, and the souls they own.” A flare of delicate white nostrils. “I did not kill a man today, Rafe, I slew a dragon that walked in the shoes of a man.” Aderyn didn’t blink, even when she was looking at the streets, as she spoke. 

	Rafe swallowed, wondering why his throat was dry, and very much wanted to end the conversation. His fingers hit a hard wooden shape in his robes, and he remembered something. Fishing it out, he produced Praefoco’s cigar box. “Cigarette?” he offered. “DuMauriers, I hear. From the Gallian, uh, Of Maurier.”

	Aderyn turned her head to look at him, and burst out in a sweet smile. “Oh, Rafe. That’s not what that means.”

	“It isn’t?”

	“No. DuMaurier is Gallian. That would mean The Maurier.” 

	Rafe looked into the case. “The more the maurier I suppose?” he asked, aloud, wondering if the joke even worked.

	“It’s a shame we weren’t in Lleywa when you said that,” she offered, patting his hand. “You could have said, ‘The moors, the maurier,’ and it would have made some sense.” 

	Rafe gave a weak little smile, trying to hide the hotness in his cheeks that came from being reminded that he could barely read. “Well, um, want one?”

	“Oh, goodness no. Cigarettes are dreadful things for the lungs. And you should probably reconsider them, too. They’re quite noxious if you need to do a lot of heavy lifting.”

	Rafe looked into the box. “Really? I thought they were good for you.”

	“No, that’s a common misconception.” She shook her head. “One most commonly distributed and supported by nobles who like to sell their cigarettes to poor people. But think about it, how often do you sit by the fire breathing in the smoke to feel better?”

	Rafe thought about that for a long moment, staring into the cigarette box. Thinking of warm fires in a communal room, smelling crackling wood and nursing bruises and bloody patches in his hair. The real answer choked back, he shook his head. “Never, really.” 

	“Quite.” Aderyn said, slowly standing up. “You know, Rafe,” she extended her hand to him, “We should go find Brother Fratarelli again, let him know we’re done.” She shook her head, braid falling over one shoulder, the first rays of the sun shooting over her head, framing her outline as she held her hand steady. “And I rather think that you’re the worst worst murderer I’ve ever met.”

	Rafe put both of his hands underneath him, lifting upwards and looked away, rubbing his cheeks with his fingertips, as he looked across the city for the signs of the chapel. “... Yeah.”

	*

	Wardell was opening the doors on the town house. He shuffled about as carefully as a man with a bad leg did, in a narrow alleyway. The sun was rising, the streets were slowly filling, and the sounds of a city in wakeful sit could be heard bouncing between the buildings. The sound was broken by the splish-splish-splish-thud-thud-thud-splish of someone running, running so hard as to ignore the puddles, then skid and round the corner, to plant a hand on the wall, breathing deep and looking up at Wardell.

	“This your house, mate?” the messenger asked, gulping in air in huge breaths.

	“No, I’m the help. But I work here.”

	“Got a message, said it can’t wait.” 

	Wardell looked up at the building. None of the masks would be here for hours, which was going to give him time to set up and maybe have a spot of breakfast, if the bacon in the icebox was still good, and perhaps a tomato and some fish, too. Shaking his head with a sigh, he put his hand back on the doorknob for balance, his other hand fishing in his pocket. “What is it, mate?” he asked.

	“Word from the barneys is that Elian Praefoco’s dead. Been dun murdered. They’re saying he was knifed along with Cameo Tully –  killed by the assailant coming in.” He finally straightened up, wincing the wince of a man with lungs that felt on fire. “You got that?”

	Wardell licked his lower lip, very nervously. “And... they told you to come here, to deliver that message, here...?”

	“Yep, mate.”

	“How... something.” Wardell said, producing a coin and tossing it to the messenger. “Good work, man. Do clear off, though, I’ve got to wash these walls this morning,” he said, trying to laugh easily.

	Oh dear.  

	




Chapter 18

	Vince, as an engineer, enjoyed the auspicious rank of Lieutenant, which was more of a liability on the front where a sudden and abrupt interruption in the chain of command might have put him in the position of authority over people whose primary interest was not finely designed clockwork but rather putting holes in foreigners, often at range. For the most part, life on the front had been a hectic scrabble to always ensure that in the eternal game of one upmanship that was military rank, he was always losing no matter the room he was in. Travelling with a General was therefore a breathtaking opportunity to attempt relaxing, even if the man tended to eat with his hands and spit bones out at things. 

	They’d received the message six weeks ago. Six weeks! The first two weeks had been simple, hard riding through the web of interconnected bases and trenches that stretched across the Holy Land between Tiberan cities, and it had, for the best part, been quiet. They were all soldiers here, and when they made it to each new station, the General’s momentum just sped them along. Vince was familiar with military acquisitions – the way the general walked into a way station, demanded water, food to eat on the move, and fresh horses made him inwardly turn green. He’d waited six months once for a new screwdriver. 

	Sometimes they’d been travelling north, sometimes south, but always west. It wasn’t until they broke out of the trenches, when they started riding across hard packed sand, along highways that Vince realised he had no idea why he was with the general. 

	Vince was not a man given to questioning his personal fortune; an authority figure had just pulled him away from a very dangerous location, no questions asked, and it had been weeks since anyone had shot at him.

	When they’d hit the highway, and the scowling seriousness of the bearded man faded, when they weren’t in the war any more, however, there was a lot of time to think. There was the thud-thud-thud of horse hooves hitting packed sand and hard earth, and the long journey under the sun, with the steady rising scent of horse sweat accompanying. 

	Nobody wanted to talk.

	Leigh had a perpetual scowl on her face as they rode, probably wanting to blurt out things, but mostly, she’d just leant over and muttered to Vince as they went, like she was trying to pass notes in class. Most of the time she hadn’t had anything to say, just complaints about the way her brain felt hot, or the sun, or how she was starting to peel, or how she felt like a lizard, or whatever. 

	The messenger – Stannisfeld, he’d introduced himself, on the road – did try to talk, occasionally. The term that Vince had decided – after much deliberation – appropriate for him was piping up. Like someone had sat on an organ in a quiet church. A high and soft note, a question that rose up in amongst the group and that nobody seemed to want to answer in the long, steady grind of travel. Oo, grind was a good way to think of it. It made the labour sound harder. 

	Anyway, Stannisfeld would pipe up, ask a question, and nobody would answer it. It reminded Vince of a particularly cold classroom, with that One Boy who just had to try and make friends.

	“I say, this highway is quite old, isn’t it?”

	“Isn’t it strange how horses don’t blink when you’re looking at them?” 

	“I do wonder what’s going on back at the front.”

	His questions were loosed upon the world like sweet little lambs being given freedom in a yard, whereupon they were vaporised in the dreadful silence that hung over the other riders. And a few kayem down the road, he’d try again.

	The only people seemingly not bothered by the ride, however, were the General, who rode leaning back in his saddle with a little metal platform resting against the horn, upon which he seemed to be either reading, or sometimes writing, and Gael, the redheaded woman.

	Thankfully, they were attacked by lions, which finally gave them something to talk about.

	Vince hadn’t been very proud of himself in basic training, when handling a gun. It wasn’t that gunmanship was something he considered important, but it was a machine, and it was a machine that some dreadfully stupid people could use well. Since he didn’t consider himself very stupid, the way that his shot had arced wide on the training and practice ranges had seemed a personal insult. It wasn’t that practice wouldn’t improve him, he was just annoyed that he had to. After all, it all seemed dreadfully straightforwards. Point, pull trigger, fire. Oh, surely a bit more tension and stress when you were under attack, but really, the way other people seemed to use guns seemed positively wasteful. 

	When he’d shot at the first lion, the bullet had blown up a clod of dirty twenty ems away and five ems wide of the lion. The horses scattered as the prowling, yowling beast, big and yellow and rangy, had leapt from some rocks, and Vince remembered there was quite a bit of yelling? But when the second lion joined in, attacking from behind – flanking, Vince corrected himself – the roaring was louder than the yelling.

	One of the lions had lunged for his horse, which was pretty rude, and he’d fallen off it, which was really embarrassing. Briefly, Vince had seen images of fangs and teeth and hair and eyes, glaring down at him, when Stannisfeld, the flighty messenger, had swept past, his hand clamping onto the back of Vince’s uniform, where the straps crossed, and hauled him up into the saddle, riding away from the lions just in time to avoid being lunch. 

	Being flung into Stannisfeld’s lap like a sack of potatoes was not only undignified, but it meant Vince missed most of the rest of the fight. What he did know, as the horse wheeled around after the roaring stopped, was the general stood over the prone form of two lions. In one hand, he held his pistol, smoking still, and in the other, he held his sword, red to the hilt. 

	The mountain of a man looked around at his retinue. Gael, who hadn’t so much as put a hair out of place, but had apprehended Vince’s bolting horse. Leigh, who’d been the second target after Vince had been carried off. Stannisfeld and Vince, riding one horse, in a pose that Vince quietly resented for being dreadfully like a knight and a princess in a period drama.

	“Nice work, princess.” Leigh guffawed, nicely coalescing the worst of Vince’s self-consciousness into a single spat phrase. She held the reins of his horse out for him daintily.

	“Now now,” Yull said, smoothing out his coat. “A lad can be a princess if he wants. Nothin’ funny ‘bout that.” Tucking the pistol back in his holster, he leant down to tilt the head of the dead lion with one hand. 

	Leigh looked momentarily annoyed at the rebuke – but turned to grin at Vince. He had a new nickname now. She mouthed princess at him while Yull’s back was turned, and grinned cheekily.

	“Good amount of meat on these,” he spoke, and it was the conversational tone he’d had in the trenches, far away. “You law mind setting up camp now? Could take a while, have some fresh meat. Been ridin’ hard enough for the Crown’s tastes... now we’re out of the war we can probably slow down a bit.” A cluck of his tongue, a shake of his head, and he seemed preoccupied by something. “Twin lions. Fancy that.” 

	Vince liked machines. He wasn’t very fond of flesh, and had been born high enough in his station in life that, prior to the military, he’d never had any reason to really look at how flesh was put together. That blind spot in his education was simply obliterated as he watched the general and Gael gut, skin, and clean the lions, turning them into orderly slabs of meat stretched out flat, hot rocks. 

	The campfire smelled of the meat, which honestly, didn’t smell very good. The meat was cycled into the flame in hard chunks, cooked hot, charred on a metal plate the general had had about him. They ate strips of the meat, and while Vince couldn’t help but imagine he was eating the leanest, least pleasant pork he’d ever had, Leigh and Gael practically inhaled the stuff. 

	The sun had set, some of the food eaten, some prepared for travel, in rolls of tightly-folded paper, and a warm quiet had settled upon them all. When Yull spoke, it wasn’t the tone of a man with his mind elsewhere. 

	“You all been serving long, law?” Vince was pretty sure he knew what law meant, now. It probably was something like boy, the way that the general kept directing it at people. 

	A pair of nods and a nod around the campfire. Vince cleared his throat and answered, “Not really, sir.”

	“Not really?” Yull asked.

	“Well, I’ve only served on the field for a year.”

	“A year and they’ve put you out here?” Yull asked. “You must have annoyed someone.”

	“No, actually,” Vince said, bold by the campfire’s golden light, and the way the General seemed to be treating him like an actual person. “I performed very well at the academy, and they sent me out to the front to do trench repairs.” 

	"Schooled well? Know your mottos, then, do you?" the huge man pointed the tip of his sword, still stained with ash from the campfire, at Vince. "Engineers, right?"

	"Ah, yes, sir." 

	"What is it? Your motto, mean. Know what it is, don't you?"

	"Ah, I do," Vince said, rather primly, clearing his throat. "It's 'Ubiq.'" The smugness of knowing, rather than being told, and interrupting Yull's teacherly tone, was a delicious flavour on the back of his tongue.

	"Know what it means?"

	"Ah, well-" Suddenly it didn't taste so good.

	"Everywhere. It means 'everywhere.'"

	"That's a stupid motto." Leigh grumbled, lying on her belly by the fire, her blanket piled up under her chin. 

	"Is it?" Yull asked, turning the sword back into the ashes, stirring them. "It's a promise. It's a threat. It says wherever you are, we can fix your problem. It says wherever you've built your wall, we can take it down. It's a proud motto, law, and don't let anyone tell you others. Alright, law, what about yours?" Tip of the sword, flicked with ashes, pointed at Gael. 

	The redhead sneered a little, raising her chin at the big man. "Non regis, Non Deo, Sed Pretium."

	"Don't know that one," Yull said, his swordtip steady. "Know the meaning?"

	She gave a scoff. "No kings, no gods. Only money." She shook her head. "You don't speak Latin?"

	"Only a little."

	"Like 'ubiq?'" she asked, throwing a glance at Vince, who very much looked like he'd have dropped it.

	"Mmhm," rumbled Yull, putting his swordtip back into the ashes. "I like mottos. The words you carry with you, all the time. Even if you're a mercenary." And he grinned across the flames at her. “Most regiments have a motto of some sort.” He said, rolling his shoulder to look at Leigh, who was quietly shrinking against her bedroll as if she could hide in her own shadow. “Know yours?”

	“Um, well,” she began, turning her head, trying to peer at the patch on her shoulder that marked her as King’s Artillery. 

	“Ultima ratio regum.” Stannisfeld’s voice was a murmur.

	Yull looked across at him, and smiled. “King’s Artillery’s motto, yes ‘tis. But do you know what it means.”

	“’The last resort of kings.’” Stannisfeld said.

	The quiet settled back in... but now Yull was one of the students, digesting the lesson. 

	“Y’speak Latin, law?” Yull asked.

	“No sir.”

	“Just that.”

	“And In bello, manus ad numeros.” Stannisfeld murmured, swallowing and waiting a moment.

	Gael sat forwards in her seat, before Yull could ask a meaning. “’In times of war, we wield numbers?’”

	Stannisfeld smiled brightly. “Y-yes!” He said, smoothing his brown hair against his head. “I’m sorry, yes.”

	Yull tilted his head. “That’s an odd pair of things to know. Now, law... why do you know that?”

	Stannisfeld adjusted in his chair. “Well, the First Bridge across the Timoritia River has a cannon on it... and those slogans are engraved on them.”

	“Know much about cannons?”

	“No, but I do know much about mathematics.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Um, because, when I was very young, I was interested in windmills.”

	Leigh, realising she was no longer under fire for not doing her homework, propped herself up on her elbows and watched. “Windmills?” she asked.

	“Yes, um. They’re very complex machines, to make them properly. You need to do all sorts of mathematics when you design them, based on the wind you have. You want a lot of regular, smooth wind, and the weights you’re turning have to be able to handle the strain-“

	“Good at math, are you?” asked Yull. 

	“Yes sir.”

	“Why aren’t you an engineer?” someone blurted, and a moment after it had been said, Vince realised it’d been him.

	“Um, I’m not allowed to enlist...” Stannisfeld swallowed, embarrassed.

	“... because there’s a touch of Djansk to you, isn’t there, law?” Yull asked.

	"Um, yes." Stannisfeld said, a little nervously. 

	"No shame in that. Parents traders?"

	"Yes, actually. Um, bought some property when it became politically unwise to be in Djansk any longer."

	"Hah... let me guess. Around the time the crown changed hands?"

	"A little after."

	"How little after?"

	"About long enough for my mother to see the new tax rates."

	"Hah! Heard the new king was a poor one. Didn't realise that's how it went." Yull shifted back into his chair. “So now you’ve seen both sides of it – the king’s demands, and how the king has them heard.” He said, stretching his shoulders back and heaving an enormous yawn. “Bet he believes he’s doin’ the just thing, too. Let me tell you this much, law; There's not a person who don't believe what they want to, and what they want to believe comes easy to 'em."

	The way he said it, there was some special weight to it, some silence that followed hard upon. The silence was finally broken when he spoke again.

	"Alright, law. Get yourself some rest," he shoved backwards, pushing his pile up with his backside against a rock, nestling against it. "I'll watch the fire yet for a bit." 

	Vincent tried to feel annoyed at the way the general had casually put the entire group to bed, like undisciplined children, and decided it was just coincidence that that’s when he felt so very warm and tired and full of fresh, if low quality, meat.

	The general sat with his portable writing desk on his knees, and script out the words as they came to his mind.

	My Dearest Calpurnia.

	It’s funny you mention in your last letter, ‘twin lions...’

	




Chapter 19

	An empire’s span away, Rafe leant back against the steeple of the church. Up on the rooftops of Timoritia, you could see the world differently. You didn’t have to walk on cobblestones with muck in between them. There weren’t any shoving and squalling people, reminding you that they didn’t care about anything in the world but whatever was going on in their lives. You could see the city as a city, with its structures all built together, the way the roofing changed colour at a certain point as mark of historical development. You could hear the train and the people roaring, but not any of the individual sounds. 

	Rafe really hated individual sounds. It was like children playing. It always sounded innocent and sweet, he’d been told – there were popular poems and songs that spoke of those things. Thing is, if you ever stopped to listen to the words the children said, you’d hear now you hold his arms down.

	“Hello, Rafe.” Aderyn said, walking along the line of the church roof. It’d been a week since the Praefoco job.  They’d returned to Brother Fratarelli, who had offered them both places to lay low – and crucially appended for now. Aderyn had politely declined, and as far as Rafe knew, gone back to her boarding school at the Assassins’ Guild. It seemed reasonable, nobody would look for an assassin there. 

	He’d found the basement tolerable living, but the bars and down there wigged him out. Brother Fratarelli had made great showings of how the locks had been taken away, and the bars were just a more effective form of wall than replacing them would indicate, but Rafe still didn’t like sleeping in a room behind lines of metal. 

	At night, Kivis left the church, which helped reassure him somewhat. Something about sleeping near her left him always looking over his shoulder. 

	“Eyo, Aderyn,” he responded, using her full name. Nicknaming her might give her the wrong impression. When she was close enough, she stood on the peak of the building, behind the steeple, behind Rafe. He looked over his shoulder for only a moment, before he stood up and turned to stand, facing her. She didn’t blink at that. Didn’t even seem to think there was anything odd about it. Rafe just took up his stance, and wondered about the silence that settled down... before eventually filling it.

	“You know, I’ve had something on my mind...”

	“What is it, Rafe?” She always pronounced his name oddly. That little tinge or flourish around it. Like she wanted to make sure the word didn’t run into other words. Probably just part of her accent.

	“You remember Praefoco’s study?”

	“Yes?” 

	“Well, it was something – I mean, it seems a bit strange to think about it,” Rafe mused, tapping his fingertip on his chin. Aderyn made him self-conscious now. Before the hit, he thought he’d understood her – a young lady with an education she couldn’t apply, a girl thinking she was as hard as him. Then there’d been the demonstration with Tully, and Rafe had had to reconsider that. And then he realised his introspection had skidded around for a few moments too long and he’d forgotten where, in his sentence he’d left off. Standing there tapping his fingertip with his chin stupidly was not helping anything.

	“The Black King’s Crown?” Aderyn asked, tilting her head. 

	“The what?” he asked, blinking and trying to pull his mind back on course. She’d stabbed him through his fucking jaw, that took strength for god’s sake, let alone how sharp that knife had to be – maybe it was the knife? Maybe she had better quality tools than he’d ever had, after all, a kitchen knife in the Drafts quarter wasn’t exactly about to do much good even –

	“The Black Crown. It’s a bit of a Lleywa myth. I’m not surprised you don’t know about it.” And she didn’t say you don’t know about it, but he heard it anyway. 

	“What? Why wouldn’t I-“

	“Because you don’t read anything.”

	“I do read things.”

	Aderyn gave Rafe a look that sat somewhere between condescending and surprised. “You do?”

	Rafe stepped forwards on the rooftop, his arms tucked behind himself as he looked up at the sky. 

	“Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.”

	Aderyn’s carefully-cultivated look of condescension and surprise was shattered down the middle, her pale eyebrows raised. “Rafe, that is both quite lovely and completely not like you at all. Wherever did you hear that?” 

	“I didn’t hear it,” he said, “I read it.” 

	“Do you understand it?”

	Rafe’s eyes screwed up tight, his cheeks rising and the heat rising in his throat. “What the f-“

	Aderyn’s finger pressed against his lips. “Shh. I mean that. Do you understand what it means?”

	Remembering that he’d seen that hand propel a blade thirty cims long up through a man’s skull, Rafe managed to keep a check on his outrage for long enough. “Yes.” He said, confidently.

	“Then can you explain it to me?” 

	Rafe leant back, confused. He had definitely lost the thread of this conversation.

	“... Why?”

	“Because,” Aderyn said, and he could see her adjusting her expression. “You say it like it means something very large, and I don’t know what that is.” 

	Rafe stopped abruptly. He leant forwards, putting his weight on his knee, and his elbow on that knee, looking at Aderyn more closely than he ever had before. “Aderyn?”

	“Yes?”

	Then his mind swerved back on track. “... Why didn’t Praefoco yell for guards after you killed Tully?”

	Aderyn sat back slightly at that. She averted her gaze, adopting a thoughtful expression, putting her fingertip on her chin just like Rafe did. It had been only a tiny window of time, a few moments, enough for a few short words – but he had used those to talk to her.

	“Right.” Rafe said, looking at her confused look. Straightening up, he smoothed his shirt with one hand, licking his lip nervously. “I think the guards aren’t looking for us – it’s been a few days, and all – but I’m... I’m worried.”

	Aderyn looked at him again, those brilliant blue eyes focusing. “Why did you lie about the murders?”

	“I didn’t – what, wait, why are you bringing that up now?” 

	“Because you’ve never answered it.” She said, and her tone was obstinate. 

	Rafe turned around and went to the edge of the roof, grumbling. “It’s ... it’s a poem about a society that falls apart because it spreads too wide. Nstuff. It’s about... it’s probably not about the Empire, but it’s like it’s about the Empire.”

	Aderyn’s nostrils flared and she pouted in an unnervingly ladylike fashion. “That was an answer, Rafe, but it wasn’t an answer to my question.” 

	Rafe turned and drew himself back, waving one arm. “I...” he shook his head and stormed past her, over the crest of the roof. “Forget it. I’m going to get some sleep and see if I’m allowed to go home tonight.”

	Aderyn slowly turned and watched him leave, her final question spoken to his back. “Home?”

	*

	Two weeks after the unfortunate end of some noble or other, the masks were gathered to speak. A suite of white faces in a dark room. Everyone knew who everyone else was – but to say that would be to imply all the secrecy was unnecessary. That would be rude. 

	"Well,  he's undeniably useful." A voice behind the first mask spoke, her tone clear and dignified.

	"Why the hell do you say that?" Shot the second, his tone distinctly different, slightly jowly.

	"Manners, please." Murmured a third.

	"Oh, stuff it. What do you mean useful? He's told us nothing new. We know Yull is a good leader, we know he's well liked."

	"Yes, but - and this is important - he's well liked by someone who hasn't served under him for years." The first continued.

	"So? That's not a point in his favour."

	"General Yull Bachthane has overseen military operations against the Djansk colonies, in the Holy Land, in the Rus Wastes, he broke the siege of Ranthelm, he pushed the Norsk back out of Hadrian, and he helped break the Republican uprising on the Emralt. Yull has been serving as a general for as long as your average soldier has been alive, and he's been doing it quite well, clearly." A deep breath, and she continued. "Quite frankly, there are very few men working for the crown who haven't served under him. Hadrians love him because he's not Timoritian. The Emralt love him because their Taoiseach loves him, and he stood against Timoritia during the Republican riots. The people of the countrysides love him because half of them have a relative who served under him, and the Lleywa love him because he's Lleywa too. Quite frankly, I'm surprised, he's almost too perfect for the job." 

	"I cannot lie," a fourth voice said. "That business in Emralt bothers me."

	"Why?" The second asked. This was meant to be about Marko Fiver, but somehow here they were talking about Yull again.

	"He sided with the locals, against Vox. Tiber lost quite a bit of power in Emralt then."

	"And the Emralt are being fed now thanks to farms in Tiber. Our economic leash grows tighter." A fourth voice said. "I doubt Yull realises that, but even his pigheaded moments are useful. You just have to know that when he's put in a corner, he'll break through a wall." The second voice was clearly sick of arguing about Yull’s viability.

	"... All this, and a claim to the throne too." The first voice murmured.

	Everyone fell silent. That was the really juicy part, and they all knew it. 

	Had any one noble family found this little thread, it'd have been a trump card. They all knew it, too. However they did it, they'd have called Yull back, kayem by kayem, to the city, even if they'd had to shackle him to do it, and they'd have cultivated him. The man was married, so an heir could be on the cards quickly too - and even if they didn't own and control the father, they could definitely entrench themselves in the lives of the son. A son who would almost certainly be completely lost in the sea of Timoritia politicking. Lleywa was a nation which lacked the nobility of Tiber - the people received knighthoods and duchies for doing things rather than being born. This was slightly better than the situation in Hadrian, at least, where you could have a title if you killed someone else who had one. 

	“He’s wealthy, isn’t he?” Said that third voice, speculative unto the darkness.

	“No,” the second said. 

	“Surely not – if he was at the siege of Ranthelm?”

	“Yes, but he didn’t-“

	“He didn’t accept the money?!” It was almost a yell.

	“No, no, he did – come now, we’re not talking about a Messiah here. But he put it in an estate.  Probably just didn’t want to deal with money until he decided to retire.”

	“When the hell would he retire?”

	“When there are no more wars,” she said, bitter laughter hiding in her words.

	Morose silence. “Still not sure the use of Marko.” Returned the second. 

	“Fiver?” She shrugged. “He’s an old soldier. He’s a friend of Yull’s. He’s a bodyguard and he’s salaried. What more do you want?”

	“I want to bring him in.”

	“Wait, are you fucking serious?” Suddenly, the boredom was gone and she was the one cursing now. 

	“Why not? Praefoco’s dead – we have the room.”

	“We have- listen to yourself. What did Praefoco do? The man was a money-launderer and a financial asset until whatever idiot deal he had going on with that fathead Cameo went sour. He could muster up the cash to pull Yull back home and finance the inevitable war with Djansk he’d want. That was the point, he was our carrot.” 

	“What if Marko Fiver was our carrot?”

	The silence rushed back into the room. Fingers stroked the front of masks, as that thought slithered around in between very eager ears. 

	“I don’t like it,” she finally said. “Manipulation is tricky business. You want to say you can control Marko to control Yull? I don’t see that working.”

	A fingertip tapped on soft porcelain. “No. I’m saying we bring him in. Marko Fiver doesn’t need to manipulate anyone. Tell me truly, don’t you think, if put to it, he’d want that man, that great man, running the world around him? Wouldn’t he want Yull Bachthane, the Black King from Lleywa?”

	A chair creaked. Someone leant back, in the gloom. 

	“You mean, just appeal to what he thinks is right?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s a dangerous proposition.”

	“I’m sure we can work something out.”

	*

	Three weeks after Cameo Tully’s death, Marko Fiver sat in the kitchen, smiling and chatting with Wardell, a cup of milky tea in one hand and an old service revolver, smashed into unworkability, in the other. 

	It was good to laugh. He’d taken to coming by of an afternoon to talk to Wardell. Old Veterans didn’t have much to talk about, and most of the time, the house was empty. 

	“So there I was, thirteen man to a side, and one of them had broken the thing by stamping on it.” Marko said, waving the gun fruitlessly around.  Even though the mass of metal was worthless, he still kept the muzzle pointed away, his finger far from the trigger. It wasn’t even because it was a gun. It was because his brain just refused to defy the rules he’d been taught. 

	Wardell sat back in his own chair, laughing a little at the gesture. “What did you even do?”

	“Rugby match.” Marko shrugged, pushing the gun onto the table. “Yull reffed. Thank god we had a ball on hand, too.” A shake of his head, a scratch of his beard, a beard he couldn’t have grown back then, because it wasn’t allowed at that rank. “Man’s crazy, but in the best ways.”

	Wardell shook his head and laughed. “Still, you came out from under his command well enough. Seems he kept his boys safe.”

	“His law,” Marko said, sipping the tea. “Don’t know quite why he says it, but he never says his men or his soldiers. We’re always his law.”

	“His law, or his llaw?”

	“Not sure... I mean, I never heard him pronounce it quite like that?”

	Wardell shrugged his bad shoulder uncertainly. “Probably nothing. I just remember that in Lleywa, the word ‘llaw’ means ‘hand.’”

	Marko nodded, and looked down into his tea. Today, they’d asked him about the rescue in Hemulk, when the campaign had swept south through Gallia and raided one of the massive mosques that dotted the Barcan province. They’d set up, dug in, and refused to leave until the Hemulkar military withdrew from the territory near the city of Bartholemew near the Holy Land. The Hemulkar weren’t a bad people, but their soppy religious fervour had made them even more prone to atrocity against people they saw as almost but not quite like themselves. Yull had known the names they’d used for one another. Marko couldn’t remember them.

	It was a simple strategy, really. The Hemulkar were threatening a Tiberan city, so the Tiberan military threatened a Hemulkar city. To up the ante, they’d chosen Cordoba, which housed a building of great significance. Marko had expected this fight to be one of many, where the Hemulkar probably would respond by taking Bartholomew and ransacking it. 

	He’d remembered standing in the wide, open expanse of the old mosque, with its strange squiggly artwork and its decorated walls with an eerie symmetry to them, and the order Yull had given them.

	Take off your shoes, law.

	They’d occupied the grounds around the mosque. They had stood within a stone’s throw of it at all times. But only a handful had entered the building. They’d entered silently. They’d taken off their shoes. And when the time had come on Friday, for the fearful people who lived in and around Cordoba to come to pray, when they boldly had walked to the mosque in the name of their God, Yull had ordered every gun and sword under his command to draw back, to leave a path, and to let the people go about their worship.

	It was the strangest occupation Marko had been to. Memories of warm sun and sweet wine and delicious food from the locals,  as an army large enough to flatten Cordoba had quietly, and respectfully, set up around its most important structure. After that Friday, the people hadn’t feared them. There was talk, in the stilted words that he didn’t quite understand, about how it was all just bad business, and perhaps they’ll understand.

	They’d stayed their two weeks.

	When the Hemulkar army returned, spoiling for a fight, they’d found their own people, amongst the army. Volunteers from the army helping to bring in harvests. A chapel tent respectfully set up a good distance from the mosque – and soldiers in it, praying.

	“Why are you here?” Wardell asked, his words failing to slice through Marko’s reminisce.

	“... Because you weren’t, and you should be.” Marko murmured, thinking about what Yull had said to a towering general, staring eye to eye with him. 

	“No, I mean,” Wardell cleared his throat. “Do you know why they want you here, Fiver?”

	Marko shook himself, and looked across at the door, glad it wasn’t raining, and he didn’t have to think through that sound. “Honestly, Wardell, I’ve no idea. I think there’s something they’re looking for, but hell if I can work out what it is.”

	




Chapter 20

	Rafe was still completely uncertain as to what, exactly, he was doing at the church. The first few days he’d slept at the church, which had been, in his mind, crashing. There were occasional errands with the fully-armoured Kivis, too, which could mark one or two days in the time since the Praefoco job. The most recent morning, though, he’d woken up, rubbed his hand through his hair, looked up at the bars – bars he’d grown used to – and realised he had been sleeping in this same room, doing minor jobs and staying hidden inside the church for four weeks. Whole days melted away underneath the glossy sun that shone through the high windows of the church, and while it certainly was better than the prison cell life, and the food – bread and water – was at least less likely to be spat in, he was still tethered to the same bed, and slept behind bars.

	For four Sundays now, Rafe had seen the church fill up, and then empty again, just once in the day. The people had been adorned about in grey and brown, with a few rare flashes of silver, or a bright purple feather. Children, often with no shoes, had laid on their bellies under the pews, whispering to one another, scribbling on tiny chalkboards, to keep themselves entertained. The sermons had all been short, had begun with a quote from the Books, and had not spoken of the books after that point. Simple hymns, hymns everyone knew, because they didn’t have hymnbooks. The missing fingers, the shuffles and limps, and the slow, steady chorus of coughs throughout the service... Rafe felt his stomach turning as he looked out at them.

	Shuffling footsteps left, and then Kivis and Rafe had emerged from their little corner of the church, behind the door which didn’t quite shut properly, and helped stack the pews, pick up the chalkboards, and sort the money that had accrued in the dark purple velvet back, mothworn in the corners. There wasn’t much, which explained why feeding three people was done with bread and water. Thankfully, the city rained enough that they at least always had water, when you scooped that odd floating web of brown and black strands off the top. That just settled on everything wet of a morning, downwind from the trainyards, steelworks, and shipyards. 

	“Hey, priest,” Rafe said, his hands on his knees, as Brother Fratarelli came down, down into the basement cellar. “What’re we doing?”

	The Brother looked down at the little clay plate in his hand and the cup resting on it between two bread rolls and offered an uncertain shrug. “I was bringing you some breakfast. You really don’t sleep well, you know?”

	Rafe’s nose wrinkled, his top lip curling back. Really, the sneer was too comfortable an expression to wear. “... Thanks,” he managed to say, not sure if he meant to the concern or the food.  He pushed himself to stand, walking to meet the priest, shaking out his hair.

	“Aderyn will be coming around today, which will be nice for you,” said the priest, with the tone like it was a play date. “You two do enjoy your little sessions.”

	Rafe followed the steps behind the priest, biting into one roll as he went. “It’s not a little session, we train.”

	“Yes, I know! It’s really quite remarkable.”

	“Why’s that?” Rafe asked, circling around behind the Brother, trying to move past him up the stairs – but it was no good, the rotund monk filled the passage as he went up the spiral stairs. 

	“Well, you don’t tend to appreciate difficult things.”

	Again, Rafe rankled. Everyone seemed intent to tell him things about himself, and it seemed they always were wrong. Still, no point yelling at the back of the priest’s head about it. He’d just figure Rafe was being defensive, that word they liked to use when someone got angry. "Girl comes at you like she's trying to kill me." He said.

	"That is her job, isn't it? Not to kill you, particularly, mind, but-"

	"Yes, but she's... a bit good at it." Rafe managed, lamely. Ever since the Praefoco job, he’d had to re-evaluate the incredibly prim girl. Girl. Young lady? Ugh, no word seemed right. They all seemed to undervalue the sort of person who could drive a fifteen-cim blade into someone’s brain via their jaw. 

	"Well, get better." The priest said, at the top of the stairs, holding the door open. “There are some high windows that need washing today – do you think you can give me a hand with those?”

	Rafe was holding a bucket when he finally gave rise to the thought. "I think she might be, um, I think she may be crazy."

	"Crazy, Rafe?" Brother Fratarelli’s voice was slightly muted by the glass, as he scrubbed side to side. Of course Rafe had the outside, where he had to stand on the scaffold and scrape off the soot. 

	"Well, you know... um-"

	"Crazier than a boy who goes to prison for murders he didn't commit?"

	Rafe let that pass with just a glare, which, thanks to the white sheen on the glass, was mostly seen by him. 

	The sunlight dried the sweat on his back, which was good, because it told Rafe that the now-clean windows had at least a little time before the rain sheeted black onto them again, as he wrung out his socks from the dropped bucket. The little step in the vestibule was soft, worn wood. Once it’d been a hard corner, like on the sides, but in the middle now it was worn smooth and shiny.

	"Come with me." Brother Fratarelli said, reaching down to pat his shoulder. 

	The church was one very large room, surrounded by a half-dozen very little rooms. The cell downstairs, which Rafe liked to pretend was originally just a boiler room. The priest’s garret. The room where Kivis and Rafe and Brother Fratarelli ate in silence. The office, where the priest creaked up stairs to write his sermons – and it was into that that he led Rafe. While Rafe sat on one of the two chairs, the priest sorted down through an old cabinet, producing a thick bundle of tightly-tied papers, script on in black ink.

	"Now, Rafe, you’re a young man of analytical mind. I understand you’re a bit on the sharp side. I want you to look at these.”

	“What are they?” 

	“You could look at them and find out?” 

	Rafe sighed, blowing hair out of his eyes, and undid the stack. Pushing his hand through the sheaf, he regarded an odd form of writing he hadn’t known before. There was a question, cleanly written, printed out on paper in broad script, and underneath it, in a flow of ink that showed a feminine hand, an answer to the question. Then another question, then another answer. At the top of each set of pages there were some numbers, and the name Aderyn Duthane. While he wasn’t sure, Rafe could at least make an ill-educated guess.

	“These are Aderyn's test papers.” Then a beat, as he turned the paper over. "You have her schoolwork."

	"Yes, quite,” Brother Fratarelli said. “It’s to verify a student’s abilities when they apply for positions. You can just request a transcript. They’re made using gummed paper, you see, so you can acquire transcripts for-"

	"You have her schoolwork." Rafe repeated.

	"What you need to look for-"

	"That is really creepy." He was dwelling.

	Brother Fratarelli cleared his throat and thumbed the table. "Young man, Three weeks ago, you broke into a stranger's home and stabbed him in the neck with his own window."

	"Oh. Aderyn told you about that? Hang on, it was four weeks.”

	"She told me In quite precise detail. And was it really four...? My word.”

	Both men sat, and sighed reflectively.

	"Very well, now, Rafe. Look, carefully here now. Here is her first written test, six years ago. Look here, the red mark? That’s from a teacher grading it. Look for these scores on the papers."

	"... Seventy-two percent."

	“Out of a possible hundred points, she scored seventy two. You’re familiar with this system, yes?”

	“Yeah,” Rafe said, meaning No, but I’ve worked it out from what you just said. 

	"And here's her end-of-year one."

	"Seventy two percent."

	"And... well, here are three chosen at random." The priest cast the papers across the table.

	"Seventy... two percent." Rafe didn’t know why that seemed weird, just yet. But there was the way the priest talked about it. Clearly, you weren’t supposed to earn the same score every time.

	"Now then, Rafe, tell me, what do you think is more likely? That this young lady is just always exactly seventy-two percent informed on a topic? When you consider test scores are sort-of-random?"

	"... I'd say someone is cheating."

	"Indeed! That's what I thought. Most of these tests are graded by teachers who have no reason to comment on it, though. If she scored a hundred percent, every time, that would create an obvious problem."

	"Right."

	"What I think happened, and why Aderyn drew my attention, is because her mark is perfectly placed. No teacher will notice a seventy-two on one test out of dozens. No teacher will comment on it to their peers. Nobody will see this pattern. You'd need systemic, deliberate and easily found organisation to make this pattern."

	"Or..."

	"Or she chose to hit that score. Every time."

	Rafe surveyed the papers, his eyes scanning across the page. There were errors, errors highlighted in a dull red ink, but they were all small. Sometimes an answer was missed, but then later questions would be answered correctly. Her text was flowing and beautiful. Rafe sat back in his chair and looked over the paper at the priest. 

	“What’s this meant to mean, then?”

	“What it means, young man, is that I am certain that Lady Aderyn DuThane is a kind of crazy. But she is trying very hard to be normal, and I imagine you’d best respect what that says about her as a person.”

	*

	Brother Fratarelli liked to consider himself a patient man, and a kind man, and a thoughtful man, which were traits he felt gave him great strength while dealing with Rafe. The fifth week of his time at the church, though, Kivis had come into the garret, and upon hearing her report, and all that patience had to reign in him spitting out 'Fiddlesticks!' to the ceiling. His hands on the table, he stood, and paced, and then, since pacing wasn't enough, he stormed out of the room, into the main hall of the church.  

	Aderyn and Rafe were duelling there, or rather, Aderyn had a knife, and Rafe was trying as artfully as possible to avoid being killed. The pressure was good for him, Brother Fratarelli reflected. Maybe the boy had taken to heart what he'd said a week ago, and tried to challenge himself more. The sight didn't do anything to stop the fume, though. 

	"Why, hello, Brother Fratarelli," Aderyn said, her tone cheerful and even, without even seeming to notice the exertion of sweeping a knife through the air towards Rafe's head. "That was some harsh language for a priest," she noted.

	Ah, so they'd heard him. The priest tried to think less of his embarassment and more of the matter. "I do apologise, to you and to god. Hopefully it wasn't too stern."

	"You said," Rafe grunted, rolling back up to his feet. "Fiddlesticks. That's not much of a swear far as I know." 

	"The way I understand it, Rafe, you haven't been very well educated." Aderyn pointed out, with a lunge.

	"Says who?"

	"Says whom."

	"What?" Rafe's confused expression leant back sharply as the knife, once more, shot into his personal space.

	Brother Fratarelli sat on one of the pews, pushed up to the side of the room, nursing his chin in his hand, while his rear filled all the available space it could. Sweep, grunt, clash. Kick, leap, push. It was balletic to watch, and the priest let himself focus on the spectacle for a few minutes, while he tried to marshal his thoughts. 

	"It seems that since the death of Praefoco, his estate's been... ugh. There's been a lot of purchasing done of what he left behind. No widow to leave the goods to, and his business has been mostly broken into pieces. In the collapse of his estate, however, seems that a man named Luke Cornell has benefited."

	"Is... that a problem?" Aderyn asked, even as she grabbed a fistful of Rafe's hair, sweeping him towards her other hand, blade pointed at his face - her attention over at the priest.

	"Luke Cornell - well, you might know him as the Sinner?"

	Rafe skidded onto his knees, tumbling forwards, out of Aderyn's grip and away from the knife. "Luke The Sinner?" he said, holding up a hand, signalling to Aderyn to stop the fight. She, unsurprisingly, didn't, lunging at his turned back.

	"Yes..." Brother Fratarelli sighed, rubbing his chin even while Rafe was slammed face-first into the ground. "Luke the Sinner is a powerful man in the criminal underground. Apparently, Praefoco's estate had..." Brother Fratarelli shook his head, and sighed, hanging his head. Then, he drew himself up again. "The Praefoco estate purchased, as curios, several pieces of evidence that would have been useful for implicating Luke Cornell in his criminal enterprise." 

	"So what?" Rafe asked. "Luke's got money, no real reason to expect he'd ever face, you know, consequences."

	Brother Fratarelli sighed, fingertip to his temple. "It's not quite as easily dismissed as all that, Rafe."

	"Of course," Aderyn said, stabbing downwards into the floorboards of the church, while the young man underneath her rolled to the side. "With the right judge and watchman, a little evidence would do wonders." 

	"So, kill him." Rafe shrugged.

	"What?!" 

	Rafe stopped short again, this time facing Aderyn, his hands raised, hoping this time she'd understand the signal. Still, the priest's indignant tone was tangible. "Hang the hell on here, hang on hang on. Did- did you just get indignant about me suggesting we kill someone? You blackmailed me into killing Praefoco!"

	"Yes, but -"

	"What?! No buts!" Rafe said. "What's got you squeamish about this one?" 

	The brother, sweat sheening his temples, had stood, had found himself pacing again, and now he stood, without even realising it, between the young boy and young woman who had between them, one knife. That much, it seemed, stopped Aderyn's movement.

	"Praefoco was doing the wrong thing. He was doing the wrong thing." he drew himself up, drawing in breath, pulling upon the power of sermon. "But there are any men who do the wrong thing, young man. Many that live deserve death. And some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them?" The priest paused heavily, and drew a breath– 

	"That's quitter talk." Aderyn murmured.

	Brother Fratarelli sagged. "I have no intention of paying for the assassination of Luke Cornell." 

	Aderyn "Why not?"

	"Because we are not in the comeuppance business."

	"Brother," Aderyn asked, leaning forwards. "Why does this matter to you?"

	"Because there has to be a line. There has to be a rule. Praefoco and Tully were bad men, yes, but there are many, many bad men. I know, I hear their confessions every day. But I cannot just loose you both as a pair of hunting falcons to bring back whatever, whatever wickedness they find! Praefoco was making life almost impossible for thousands of women in the city, and there was no force that could stop him."

	"Not even God?"

	"Not- that is NOT the point!"

	"Says you."

	"We are in the business of Justice! We commit acts of righteous violence that-"

	"Whoah, hold up there old man, we commit? You don't do SHIT."

	"And that's where you're wrong. I loosed you! I hired Aderyn! My hand is as bloody as yours-"

	"Oh," Aderyn said. Then she leapt over Brother Fratarelli's head, to try and stab Rafe again.

	*

	A week later, a meal of fish and chips, under a moonlit sky, paid for with a young woman's allowance from her land-owning parents. Aderyn wasn't sure what had done it, but for the past two weeks, Rafe had been behaving differently. The dynamic the boy had been using before - where he didn't respect her, and assumed she was incompetent - had disappeared. Most strangely, it hadn't disappeared after Cameo Tully, which was when she'd have expected it to. Quite frankly, he was confusing her. Still, she did have an experiment in mind.

	Kicking her legs idly at the edge of the rooftop, Aderyn pushed a hand through her hair, the hand that hadn't touched any of her food. "You know much about Luke Cornell?" 

	"Cha mean?" he asked, picking the small, crunchy bits of chip out of the paper.

	"Do you know where he lives, and what he does?"

	"Yeah, most folk know him. Got a river boat, you know?"

	Aderyn nodded. River boats. Contained environments. Those were excellent places to work.

	"I think that we should find someone who would hire us to kill him."

	"Hire you," Rafe noted. "I'm doing this shit for free."

	"And some bread rolls." Aderyn noted, reproachfully.

	"Yes, yes, and some bread rolls."

	"Do you think that it would upset Brother Fratarelli? That we would act without his urging?"

	 "I'm not going to lie to you, I'm pretty ambivalent." Rafe crunched on some burnt, crunchy potato mess.

	"That's not what that means."

	"What?"

	"You're not ambivalent; you're apathetic. Ambivalent is holding two different emotional connections to the thing. You might hate and love something, being ambivalent. But you, you just don't care. So you're apathetic."

	"Huh. You read a lot, do you, lady?"

	"As is appropriate for a young lady to do." Aderyn said, putting on her smile, and looking up at the moon.

	




Chapter 21

	The river’s name, at its head, was Beagnaoth, a deference to the bloody battles fought for its source by old tribes, where a length of iron the breadth of a man’s wrist, forged in ashen fires, could constitute a weapon of mass destruction. Towards the mouth where it kissed the Strait between Gallia and Tiber, it was known as The Scramasax, a reference to that window of time when boats were crafted on the river to be loosed onto the Gallian shore like arrows from a bow. Along the way, there had been attempts to name it by the nearest landmark, from back when those landmarks were new ideas, so there were straits of its wending way known as the Ironwall Heft, the Tower Strait, the Benjamin, and most bafflingly, The Deep Wet. None of the names had stuck except amongst the people who considered themselves elite for knowing something nobody else knew. To the million names and faces that lived walking distance from it, the River was simply The River. It had become such a common thing that modern maps often just labelled that wriggly expanse as The.

	At its deepest, you could house one of those enormous storage ships called hulks, harboured temporarily and scudded in the narrow throat, to unload, or load up. At its shallowest, you could run across it, provided it was a warm day and the scum on the surface didn’t break. It glowed in the sunset, mostly thanks to the floating surface chemicals, and it sheened in the mornings when the tanners waded out in reinforced rubbers to scoop strange, coagulated lumps off the top in the name of further research into what horrible things tanners could monetise.

	The Assassins’ Guild was situated quite a way away from those parts of The River, and instead was near the wider parts, where you could take a barge across, or one of the many tilting bridges that opened and closed. Those tall towers were almost always used as first-year exam practice by young students, and very rarely did anyone die from it, thanks to the generations of climbing hands making sure all the handholds and footholds were stout and strong. Aderyn remembered her first year test, when she’d been told to use climbing in a form of assassination. Most students favoured a high location so they could drop down on a passerby, or, more often these days, crossbow them with a clear line of sight. Of course, they weren’t really targets, but effigies of straw, moved amongst the traffic of a day. If your task hit the wrong person, you were docked quite a few marks, which was only small compensation for the occasionally accidentally-shot poor person.  

	Aderyn had dropped a liter clay pot of oil down onto her target, followed by carefully carved pieces of flint, which thanks to their shape were guaranteed to hit the rocks of the bridge at an angle to give off a spark. She’d underestimated the value of the wind, but there had been a hay-cart crossing the bridge at the time, which had served to at least prove the theory of her work sound.

	It was under that same bridge that Aderyn stood next to Rafe, a scarf tucked up around her throat, hiding her mouth and expression as she looked out across the river from a much lower level than she was used to. 

	The city was strangely compressed, she reflected. At the very tops of its towers, where she had stood in her studies, she could see to the horizon, and even fancied at times she’d seen the winking lights of the Gallian shore. Rafe wasn’t that kind of thing, he didn’t soar above the skyline and leap from rooftop to rooftop unless he was scared. Even when he did take to the skies, it was with such a sullen refusal to forget where his feet came from. Yet, when you stood this close to the edge of the water, those towers seemed so strangely close. Looking up, over the hard stone protections, her hands folded underneath her coat, warded against the inevitable rain, she wondered if that was why Rafe was so grubby.

	“Y’sure this is where th’boat comes?”

	Aderyn rolled her eyes. He was so delightfully predictable. “Rafe, we’ve been waiting for less than eighty seconds.”

	“S’pose so, but –“

	“But what?”

	Rafe’s mannerisms stayed away from his head and neck, which was strange. Those hands stayed by his side, opening and closing back into fists, again and again. 

	“I don’t suppose you thought we’d wait until Luke Cornell’s riverboat just drifted on past us, for the first time ever, we’d leap aboard and just deal with him?”

	Rafe looked into the water, thankful it was too murky to show his expression in reflection.

	“It’s that sort of planning, really that got you caught for those three murders you didn’t commit.”

	Aderyn didn’t need to see his reflection to know the look on his face.

	“Now then,” Aderyn looked up the river. “It seems the timing is a little off.” 

	Rafe had this way of starting a sentence that made it sound like he was hissing it, as if the words were being leaked out of a kettle on the boil. “It is a crime boss’ head quarters.”

	“You’ve mentioned. I don’t find crime bosses do well if they aren’t punctual, though.”

	“Where’d you get that idea from?”

	“Rafe, you’ve heard of the Goranges, haven’t you?”

	Rafe finally turned, and looked at her with a very knit expression. Like he didn’t want to open up his face much or something might burst out of it, possibly his skull. “I’ve heard of them,” he ventured.

	Oh god.

	Aderyn finally realised what was going on.

	“Um,” she began, hesitating with careful practice, in case this was like the uterus talk she begun that time. “Well, the Goranges own three of the largest banks in Timoritia. They have been mostly in the business of stealing, in one way or another, other people’s money and using it for their own personal interests since before, well, before the Cathedral at Connaught was built.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Because the Cathedral at Connaught was built to destroy several hundred thousand pounds of bad debts.”

	Rafe stopped short. “Hang on, the Cathedral at Connaught? The great big one with the cockerel in the window?”

	“Yes!” Aderyn said, suddenly lighting up in a way Rafe hadn’t been prepared for. “You’ve been there?”

	“Uh... well, I have, after a fashion.”

	“I love that up close, each red pane of the cockerel is – hang on, you sound guilty. When?”

	“You know that murder I didn’t commit?” There was a scorpion in Rafe’s voice.

	“Yes?”

	“That’s where I didn’t commit it. Slid off the roof with the guy.”

	“... Oh.” Aderyn blinked. The lowest roof off the Cathedral at Connaught was three storeys tall, well, two if you considered that the tower at the side was a spiralling staircase and deliberately left space in the middle. That was a lot of distance to fall, and suddenly something clicked into place.

	“Oh, Rafe.” She said, leaning forwards. “Is... is that what this has been about? Did you and the Father have an argument, then he slipped, and fell, and you went to prison because you felt guilty about it?”

	Rafe turned to look back out at the river, raising his shoulders and heaving a sigh. “... Yeah, Aderyn. That’s what it was.”

	Aderyn shook her head. “That’s very sad.”

	Rafe turned to walk up the stairs, his hands stuffing into his pockets. “Kinda tricky to explain all the stab wounds he got, too.”

	A few moments later, Aderyn trotted after him, inexplicably steamed. “Rafe, we’re waiting for a boat.” 

	Rafe stopped at the top of the stairs. “Yeh. And it’s not coming this morning. I know enough about men like Cornell that if he’s late, there’s a reason, and it’s probably not nice.” Gesturing over his shoulder at the water. “Man like him makes people wait and does a lotta business with folk who only know Benjamin’s hours. C’mon. You got any money?”

	Aderyn trotted up the steps to stand much closer to Rafe when she answered. “I have a little bit of money on my person, yes, and I would appreciate it if you do not make an issue of it, Rafe. There are muggers in these parts.”

	Rafe blinked at her like she’d sprouted wings. “You’re fucking serious, aren’t you.”

	“There are roughly five incidents of street crime an hour in this district of Timoritia, even this close to the Guildhall.”

	“Yeh, because the kids going to the Guild actually have some shit worth nicking. C’mon. I’m hungry and I haven’t been this close to Mama’s for five weeks. C’mon,” he said, emphasising the word again and gesturing with his head. “Just across the bridge, one block that ways, and we’ll have some hot food and I’ll be able to let her know I’m out of prison.”

	“Your mother?” Aderyn asked, as they made their way across the bridge. Even out from under its shadow, it was still bitterly cold, and those towering posts gave shelter to loitering hands and their knives. Aderyn briefly shivered from the cold, and stepped closer to Rafe. “And she hasn’t heard from you in four weeks?” 

	“Prolly closer to nine? And nah, she ain’t my mam. Well, nah, I don’t think so.” Rafe hestitated, noticing Aderyn drawing closer. “Hang on, what’s-“

	“’Scuse us, mister,” the voice said from the side of the cart. “You two wouldn’t mind stepping over here for a minute, would ya?”

	Rafe didn’t even turn his head, ignoring the source of the voice, which was probably a foot above his head. “Piss off.”

	“See, it’d be a dreadful shame to get blood all over the young lady’s-“

	*

	It was probably only a minute later, but Rafe had to admit, it was a very eventful minute.

	“So you’re saying you didn’t recognise me, Praddy?”

	“I didn’t! I didn’t Rafe! You know me, hah, it’s – I mean, you remember back with the Cherish lads and the scrap on Bottle Lane, and-“

	“Yeah, yeah, I reckon.” Rafe mused, keeping his tone of voice very even. “Y’heard much about Mama?”

	“Oh, yes, yer Mama? She’s been real good, right proper fine,” he swallowed gingerly. “Don’t much bother with the wallet, really. And I don’t really know that guy either.”  

	“You said,” Rafe flicked through the billfold, ruminating on how it really was quite nice leather. Decent amount of cash in it, too, some of those really nice leafed-in bank notes. Man had to be turning some regular coin to get bank notes like that. “And so, guess I should introduce, this here’s a bloke I used to run with back when we were kids, names’... what was it again, Praddy?”

	“Praddy! Praddy!” the bigger man yelped, blowing his long, straggly hair out of his face as best he could without moving his head too much. “Y’always called me Praddy because, because of that split lip, and saying Patty was ‘ard!”

	Rafe stepped back from the edge of the bridge, folding the wallet closed. “Yeah, and this is my friend,” he drew himself up with what he felt was a little pardonable swagger, “Lady Aderyn DuThane. ‘Ey, Aderyn?”

	“Yes, Rafe?” Aderyn asked, her tone so smooth you could roll rocks on it.

	“You can probably let him down now.”

	With the care of a surgeon – which, in Timoritia, is to say ‘enough to make you scared of what the hacksaw is for’ – Aderyn pulled the blade out of the railing by the man known as Padraig’s head and let go of the back of his neck. No longer confined by the blade pressing against the back of his ear and menacing further damage, he unfolded and stood up straight, but not too straight, because Aderyn’s foot was still planted firmly on his hand against the wrought iron fretwork under the wooden rail. As she lowered her foot, he gingerly brought the hand that wasn’t bleeding up to the side of his face that was also not bleeding, and pushed his hair back out of his eyes. “Uhm, uh-“ he managed. “Uh, DuThane, then. That’s, uh, that’s Emralt, right?” he lamely tried, swallowing slowly.

	“Lleywa,” she responded, clipped.

	“Yeh,” Rafe said, leaning from around her side. “Means ‘Of Thane.’”

	“That doesn’t mean that,” Aderyn said, as Rafe spoke over the top of her head.

	“So anyway, uh, Praddy-“

	“Excuse me, Rafe,” Aderyn said, leaning back and looking up at Praddy. “I think I know the customary thing to do here.”

	Praddy looked very, very nervous, as Aderyn took his wallet off Rafe, and snapped it closed. Raising her hand, she flung it down the bridge, off back the way they came. “Now piss off.” She appended. Praddy didn’t need two hints – he was bolting away at pace, leaving behind the prone form of his cohort.

	Rafe looked down at the second body, and jutted his chin as he considered. “Probably can sell the boots, but getting rid of bodies is a bit of a bugger. Could throw him over the rail I suppose-“

	Then the man groaned.

	“Oh, Christ,” Rafe said, hunkering down. “Guess you messed up, Aderyn. Didn’t kill the guy?”

	The look she shot Rafe was surprisingly hurt. “Rafe, I am a professional.”

	“Wait, what?” he asked, distracted even as he rolled the hurt man onto his back. “What’re y’saying.”

	“I’m not going to go around killing people without being paid for it.”

	“What, like Luke Cornell?” Rafe asked, his head tilted to the side. “C’mon, mate, up you get. She barely touched you. Most of this blood’s Praddy’s I – oh, no, wait, guess she really did touch you. Christ, if you’re going to try hittin’ girls, you should at least make sure y’can take the hit back...” Rafe tut-tutted. “Y’mum able to sew?”

	The accomplice, burbling through bloody lips, hunkered away from the implicit threat. 

	“I didn’t mean that!” Rafe shook his head, tousling the hurt man’s hair. “Just sayin’, if she doesn’t stitch up y’cheek, it’s gunna heal funny. She can’t? Okay, burble once for yes, twice for no.” Beat. “Okay, so she can’t sew. Alright, then.” Rafe said, bending down, and hoisting with one arm. “C’mon. We’ll get you some attention.”

	The man burbled again, and Aderyn tilted her head the opposite way, as the man unsteadily wobbled on his feet. “Where?” It wasn’t like she knew Rafe to be particularly medically minded.

	“Gunna ask if Mama can take care of him.” Rafe said, and suddenly he wasn’t helping anyone stand at all. Praddy’s accomplice had bolted away from him, given mad strength by fear, and Rafe almost fell over with the suddenness of it.

	“Christ, what a waste of time,” he said, shaking his head. “Guess he doesn’t like paying for needlework,” he said, stuffing his hands into his pockets again and stepping back towards the walkway on the bridge.

	Aderyn smoothed her scarf back in place and cleared her throat. “I must say, I think it’s jolly nice of you to be so kind to introduce me to your old friends.” A pause. “And it’s even nicer of you to introduce me as your friend.”

	“Why’s that so nice?” he said, confused.

	“Because, well, I rather thought that you thought I was a horrible noblewoman abusing your knowledge of window snibs to advance her own plans.” 

	Rafe drew his chin out long, lips finally parting with a thoughtful pop. “Well, guess so. Are y’?”

	“I do not believe that there is much room in my life for horribleness.”

	“Just killing people professionally.”

	“I did say much.”

	“How much?”

	“Exactly as much as is appropriate for a young lady.”

	Aderyn wasn’t sure why Rafe laughed at that. She’d work out what made him laugh, eventually. 

	 

	 

	




Chapter 22

	When Rafe had told her they were meeting his mother - or rather, Mama - it had given Aderyn some expectations. Rafe was after all, an urchin of some variety - she'd actually thought him an orphan at first, given the way he'd fallen easily to crime of such brutal stripes at such a young age. Orphans were very dramatic, after all, and Rafe had all the makings about him of a usefully dramatic young man. Perhaps he'd lead her to a quiet corner of the city, where a narrow doorway led up stairs to a tiny little home in which she’d find poor but honest people, clenching their fists to keep warm. That seemed most appropriate, given Rafe. He had that streak of honesty about him, the sign of some humble beginning. Perhaps the tables would be soaped down, but the children wouldn’t be.

	Aderyn was not expecting Mama’s.

	It wasn’t that Aderyn had been ignorant of the city in general. It was just that all of her travel throughout the city had very pointedly taken her away from this area, the Dims, where you couldn’t see Benjamin through the windows, either because they faced another building, or they were caked with grime. The Dims, which weren’t the criminal underworld known as the Shades, or the cutthroat piratical bay tavern area known as The Shallows, because both of those locations were too proactive. Life wasn’t cheap here, because nobody was going to bother paying for it. Why, in the Dims, you could get killed for free if you stopped under the right gas lamp wearing the wrong colours.

	It was the home of the boot party, of rough and ready workers who lived in the mills and plants, who rode the trains every morning with their heads and bones aching, and who drank from bags in paper bottles bought at the company store on the way home, where they’d drink a little more. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong word, and you’d find yourself the outlet for these sullen, slumping, walking towers of justified resentment.

	When the folk of the Dims didn’t have a target, though, they had a strange sense of justice amongst one another. A man like Mister Bauer could walk this street unmolested, because he was hard-working, working class, and he earned his coin. 

	Aderyn’s eyes sparkled, looking up at the sign. Mama’s Obliteratum. 

	“I must say, Rafe, this looks quite exciting.”

	Rafe shook his head and shouldered the door, leaning down on the door handle, testing to see if it was barred. “Yeah, Mama’s been running it for a while now.”

	“She’s not very well-educated, is she?” Aderyn asked, her hands tucked behind her back.

	“Why y’say that?” Rafe asked, leaning forwards, into the little cubbyhole entryway, gesturing with his hand for her to follow. This was a narrow doorway alright, but it was a side entrance into a massive two-storey construction that seemed a house made of equal parts green and flop. The windows in front glowed from within with restful yellows, and the panes above seemed to be frosted on the inside as well as out. 

	“Well, Obliteratum means ‘erased,’ and I don’t necessarily know if that’s what she means.”

	Rafe stopped in the second doorway, gesturing with a thumb at the door. The panels around them were a light brown, worked once with varnish, and never any more. His head cocked to the side, Rafe pressed his hand to the door. “You want to get this out of y’r system before I go in? Or do you wanna wait out here?”

	“Well, Obliteratum is the past tense erased, and I don’t know if-“

	“Okay, that’s enough.” Rafe said, pushing the door open. Even as he did it, though, he reached behind him, his fingers curling around Aderyn’s wrist but not touching her. Fingers curled to look like a hold, but not. And then they were across the doorframe, into a grimy, warm smoke that Aderyn could taste, but not quite smell.

	Outside, Mama’s looked like an inn and a greenhouse. Inside, the golden lights and the dimness made much more sense, with the piles of pillows all across the floor. At one point, the place had been an inn, but wasn’t any more. The bar remained, lurching out from one wall sullenly, but there weren’t any stools outside it, just more space for pillows and cushions. It looked almost childish, like a playgroup den, until you saw the forms curled up and half-asleep in the cushions.

	“Oh.” Aderyn said, holding her wrist iron steady, leaving Rafe to walk on without her. This was new.

	Behind the bar sat – no, sprawled a woman of girth Aderyn was unused to seeing. The working class women she had dealt with over a certain age, in the great Parcel street market, had something of the crone about them, narrow and thin, even when they smiled. This was not such a woman – she sat on her stool all hips and curves and extravagant shape that Aderyn thought might make someone quite self-conscious. Her outfit had fishnet gloves, pearls dotting the wrists and hands, and purple and peach colours winked at the edges of her inky-black dress. The dress had been designed for a smaller woman, and had panels cut in it – panels that showed more fishnets. 

	Aderyn was trying to put her finger on why this was so strange. It wasn’t how she was formed - well not just – but how she sat! Spread legged on a sofa, tucked behind the bar in barely enough space, up on a platform that surely had to be built there, it had the trapping of some sort of throne. Wait, that was it. Mama did not sit like a Lady. She sat like a gentleman – the sort who owned horses and cannons and assumed you were interested in whatever they had to say. 

	With ink-black hair slicked down over one side of her face, her dark eye glittered looking at Aderyn, and then the young girl realised she’d been staring, and that was Not Appropriate For A Young Lady. Blushing and looking down, Aderyn still took notice of the woman’s eyeshadow – a streak of bright blue from above the eye, a flare of violent red from beneath.

	“Hey, Mama-“ Rafe began.

	“Shut up, Rafe.” The woman leant forwards on her sofa, bits of her wobbling subtly. “And who might you be, young lady?”

	“Her name-“

	“Shut up. Your name, girl?”

	The window was a relative weak point, and there were no people between her and it to present a problem. The woman herself was probably no direct threat, but chances were good a gun was easy within her reach. This woman was territorial, in a very old way, in a way that the Guild of Assassins didn’t really know how to describe, because it had been that way since well before the Guild was the Guild. 

	Very few things could make Aderyn feel, but between the smoke and the stare, right now she was creeping up on discomfort.

	"My name is Aderyn DuThane, and I'm an Assassin,” Aderyn said, with the smallest of curtseys. 

	“And I’m Mama Cass,” said the woman, reaching underneath the bar. Up came the hand and in it was grasped a plain, unvarnished woodcutting axe. No sigils, no insignia. Simple leather handle. She rested it on the bar and slouched back in her sofa. “Why’d you bring Rafe back, girl?”

	Somewhere on the periphery of her vision, Rafe was doing that indignant look he usually did when someone was treating him with the respect he probably deserved.

	“Rafe wanted to tell you that he’s not dead.”

	The woman slouched to the side of the sofa, then turned, swinging her legs up and over the arm of it, waving one hand over her head. “The boy knew that I didn’t want a hitter. He can rot in the streets for all I care. I run a clean business here, you hear?”

	“I was not planning on returning Rafe to your possession, madam,” Aderyn said, the hard d interspersing itself in a word like a subtly clenched fist. 

	“... Well good. You’re an Assassin, you say?”

	“Yes."

	"What's the rate?"

	"I'm afraid I'm under contract at the moment."

	"So what's their rate?"

	"Forty-five pounds a kill."

	"WHAT-" Rafe's voice was a loudness.

	Mama Cass stroked her chin, leaning back and making the sofa squeak. "... Well, well, well. A young lady could get by quite happily for forty-five pounds a month. And you've done...?"

	"Two under this contract." 

	"Aderyn, why are you telling her this-"

	"Ninety pounds, quite nice, quite nice. And how much are you paying it?" she asked, wagging the axe-handle at Rafe with one hand.

	"Nothing."

	That made the older woman's eyebrows raise. "He's doing something for free now?" she shook her head, sighing and slouching to the other arm of her sofa, an expression more for the flounce than the comfort. "Rafe, boy, I thought I raised you far better than that. If you're good at something never do it for free." 

	Rafe opened his mouth to respond - 

	"Shut up." Mama Cass went on. "Now then, young lady... be careful what you accept for free. Men don't know how to be loyal without some incentive to their lives."

	"Why do you say that?"

	"Because, young lady, I have run this place now for going on seventeen years and let me tell you, there's never been a man I've been able to rely on to do what's smart, only what satisfies." She gestured around the room, pointing at the prone, curled, cushion-bound forms.

	"No," Aderyn repeated. "Why would you give me that advice?"

	The woman threw her head back and laughed. It was quite confusing. Aderyn wasn't sure why she would much care about what she had to say about 'men' or indeed why that sort of advice was even useful. The smoke did make it uncomfortable to think. Aderyn turned to look at Rafe, who wasn’t even paying attention to Mama Cass. He was off to the side, hunkering down on his knees, talking to someone over by the stairs that led upstairs. 

	“Oi!” Mama Cass barked. “You don’t get influencing, you hear me?”

	Nothing about the girl fit properly. Her shirt was shorter than it should be, because it was originally a short cardigan. Instead of a dress, she was wearing workman's pants, with stout pockets sewn on the sides, and tied at the waist with white cord, stolen from the docks. Atop her head, she wore ... well, Aderyn had to assume it was originally a tea cosy of some variety, knitted into a sort of beanie-like arrangement, into which she'd tucked all of the mass of brown tangled hair she had. She was looking up at Aderyn from over in the stairwell, with an oddly innocent smile on her face for a prepubescent girl hanging around in a place that could only courteously be called an opium den, but maybe that was all an act. Aderyn was used to acts. 

	Rafe turned and looked over at Aderyn, still crouched down to the girl’s eye height. She was maybe nine years old, and could not look less like Rafe.  In her hands, she held a potted plant, green leaves bobbing loosely. 

	“Her name is Aina,” Cass said, somewhere behind Aderyn’s head, far away bout loud. “She works the greenhouse upstairs. “Like I said, I run a nice, legal business here, young lady.” The axe lifted and dropped again. “Legal product, legal distribution, legal customers. Anyone dies in here, they’re legally dead.”

	“That’s not what that means,” Aderyn said, stepping closer to Rafe and the little girl. 

	“What does it mean?” Aina asked, looking up at Aderyn.

	Aderyn hunkered down on her knees next to Rafe, mimicking the stance, and put on her best smile. The moment of confusion – nobody ever asked that question – juddered quickly past, as she cleared her throat, folding her arms in and resting her elbows on her knees.

	“Well, legally dead is a term used in inheritances of the crown,” she said, watching as close as she could for signs the girl understood her. “You see, if a person has done something that makes them unable to become the king, they are considered legally dead.”

	“Like what?” 

	Rafe was making that face again, off out of Aderyn’s peripheral vision.

	It was quite a list, come to think of it. “Worshipping the wrong God, for one. Lutherans are legally dead. Having served in the military of another nation – unless you conquer Timoritia, then it’s alright. Oh! And treason against an older heir, or attempting to kill them. So,” she said with a smile, and a practiced wink, “If you try and kill a royal heir, make sure you finish the job.”

	Aina leant back at the wink – but giggled at the advice. Rafe’s hand came into Aderyn’s vision, rubbing the top of that beanie. He stood up, and cleared his throat. “Thanks, Miss Wary,” he said, very formally to the girl – who looked up at him and returned the nod. 

	Mama Cass watched them as they made their way back to the door, but didn’t leave her sofa while she waited for them to leave. When Aina moved to the bar with the potted plant in her hands, the woman’s manner melted, completely shifting from its draconian, flinty expression to a bright smile and a cheek pinch. Aderyn’s last sight of the fearsome Mama Cass was the woman leaning down to Aina and ignoring Rafe and Aderyn’s exit.

	A few minutes later and they were out on the street, and Aderyn wasn’t quite sure what the purpose had been. 

	“That’s an opium den?” she asked, as they made their way back along the street.

	"Marijuana," he said, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

	"Oh, like they have in Djansk."

	"Yeah, pretty much exactly like they have in Djansk."

	A few ems down the road, Aderyn tried again. "Mama is quite attractive."

	Rafe glanced at her sidelong, but looked back to the road, shoulders drawing up and in. "Don't really notice, myself."

	"Did she raise you?" 

	"Why do you ask all these questions?" Rafe shot back. "The cathedral, Mama, the -" he stopped in the street, and turned to glare at her. "You're a fucking assassin, you're noble, you have like, like, a knife arm that's - I mean, with your tests, you're-" 

	His frustration flagged in the face of her expression.

	The silence settled between them, an uncomfortable blanket, while Aderyn kept watching Rafe's expression, for longer than he felt comfortable. Eventually - as always - he broke and looked aside. "I just don't get why y're interested."

	Aderyn turned sharply in the opposite direction, and started to walk once more. "I don't understand you very well, Rafe. But you're the first person I know who doesn't like talking all about themself, and I think that I'd like to understand why."

	Rafe shook his head, picking up the pace to catch up. "... Think Luke the Sinner's houseboat is in yet?"

	 


Chapter 23

	Far from the The River – well, far as could be considered for a man like Brother Fratarelli who could get puffed out walking upstairs – in the cold little dining room, the Brother and the Knight sat, looking  at a spread of papers between them. The paper was uniform little white stacks, pinned together at the corners with a needle, then the needles tied together delicately with twine. 

	“Even details of the conversation. The types of cigarettes they were smoking – and look here, she’s even provided a description of the Black King’s Crown. Why would you even bother with that? I mean, if it meant something, I’m sure I could have looked it up.”

	“It’s an old wives’ tale.” 

	Sometimes, Brother Fratarelli wished Kivis wouldn’t wear the helmet indoors. The cathedral was already an old building, with a large, wide open space, hard walls, and this room had basically nothing to muffle or block the echo of her words. With her helmet on, the echo had an echo, and it gave her an eerie choral quality, as if she was not one, but two women, speaking in near-perfect time. Almost but not quite perfect. 

	“I’m fairly sure you can say the same thing of the parting of the Red Sea, doesn’t mean people don’t do things because of the story.”

	Kivis’ gauntleted hands slid between the pages with a mechanical precision. “She wrote this?” 

	The priest nodded, shoving his bowl aside. “Yes. It’s like she was plastering the walls or something.” He shrugged a shoulder. “It’s actually a bit reassuring. Interested in details like that, she’d surely find anything else important.”

	“You mean any greater sins, don’t you?”

	The Brother hunkered forwards slightly, his entire manner embarrassed. His fingers curled around the small bowl again, bringing it back before him like a shield, and he turned it back and forth to peer at it, not at her. 

	Kivis sat back on the bench. Her armour creaked. When the priest had first started associating with her, he’d always expected her armour to clink or possibly to make no noise at all. Armour was too alien a thing here in the cities. You’d see a hauberk or two, maybe a cuirass, but never someone who wore full armour all the time like Kivis.  

	Silence didn’t necessarily bother Brother Fratarelli. Well, some silences did, but the silence here wasn’t nearly so bad as the silence inside a confessional booth, where you knew someone was sitting only a few cims away and they’d done something dreadful, and as much as you wanted to encourage them to talk you had to just wait for it to come naturally. That sort of silence was almost always lighter than it looked, er, felt, because most of the time, nobody wanted to confess anything that was actually bad. Thank goodness though, they came to him, rather than let that little twist of guilt blossom into something dreadful. The really nasty ones, they were the ones who confessed out of habit, and didn’t think anything good or ill of what they’d said. The ones who knew that confession was a secret and just didn’t care.

	Why did the armour creak, anyway? It was something about the leather underneath it. Did that mean Kivis was always walking around dressed in leather? That seemed incredibly awkward. Not that the Brother had the same reaction to that that he imagined say, Rafe would. But then, that was part of why Kivis did what she did, wasn’t it? It was a sad kind of cage, really, where she hid everything about herself to prevent other people from perceiving her as weak, or projecting onto her things that weren’t true. 

	The silence really was a long one.

	Probably didn’t want to push it any further. Kivis would be getting uncomfortable, which would be his fault, and that was rude. Turning the bowl over and pushing it aside, in a different direction – you know, so as to not be repetitive – he finally reached across the table for Aderyn’s report on the assassionation. “It’s the research that surprised me.”

	“Mmmhm.” Kivis responded, and there was so much disdain in that little sound for the change in conversation. 

	Brother Fratarelli looked across at Kivis. His friend, he knew, even though she wasn’t the kind of woman to use that kind of word. The prickly knight would be more likely to use the word ‘colleague’ which was as nice as she could manage considering she’d called a fiancée ‘a target’ and her father ‘the guilty party, your honour.’ Turning the paper over in his hand, he remembered that day – the stony faced young woman with blood still on her dress, unblinking and unflinching as she ended her own family with a blade and the force of law. Being an orphan was pretty common in books and even more common in the streets, but finding your best friend was a self-made orphan was much rarer. He swallowed, parting his dry lips –

	“I think you’re doing the right thing,” Kivis said, setting the stack of papers aside. 

	“You do?” Fratarelli started, leaning back. “You... I mean, I would have assumed.”

	Kivis rested her elbows on the table, folding her hands together. The helmet meant he couldn’t see her expression, just the owl-like glare of the metal hood. “Brother, I’m not the one who swore an oath to a church and a god. I have no problem killing nobles.” 

	It wasn’t a big threat; it was just a little one. A little threat that said if you continue down this line of conversation, I can make you feel worse than you can make me. It was one of those little lines between friends, a warning shot. And Brother Fratarelli turned back to the paper, reading aloud, as if Kivis wasn’t already intimately familiar with the text.

	“The target referred in a panic to ‘The Black King’s Crown,’ a tale of Lleywan nobility. The tale runs that during the 1100s, a Lleywan Thane, known as ‘The Black Thane’ successfully conquered Timoritia and declared himself king. The King sired an heir before returning to Lleywa. His son supposedly married into the Timoritian nobility and continued the royal line. This idea is popular in Lleywa as it implies a form of dominance over the more wealthy and politically powerful Tiberan state than it currently enjoys.

	“The Lleywan position of subservience is said to be seen in everything from primary produce (sheep) to its national dish (cheese on toast) to- It just keeps going on like this. It’s like she did a book report for a murder.”

	“This is evidence.” Kivis said. It wasn’t a hushed sentiment, a fearful whisper. It just was. Aderyn DuThane, the Assassin, had handed to people she had no particular reason to trust, proof that she had murdered another noble of the city for forty-five pounds, give or take expenses. It demonstrated remarkable trust in the two.  

	The priest shook his head, rubbing the side of his temple. “Then I need to put these in the care of someone I can trust utterly to not break confidence.” Shaking his head, he pulled the papers into a pile, and pushed them across the table. “Please. If you’d be so kind.”

	*

	The tea was just the way Marko liked it, and if he’d learned one thing walking a trench it was that comfort was to be feared. The chats with Wardell were nice, but it was still a strange slice of his day to come around here, wait in the kitchen for an hour or two, and leave to go back to work again. There were times when the masked figures called him in, but they rarely had anything to ask; strange inquiries about old campaigns, about campaign forces. Marko was sure they were testing his memory and his patience. He’d been to job interviews before. 

	Every day so far, though, Wardell had needed a reminder about the tea. It was reasonable. Marko wasn’t that important, in the order of the house. Four masters in the other room, and Wardell never made a mistake as to their tea orders. He hadn’t even asked, obviously distracted, as he slid the cup across the table – not drawing close – and made his way with that little hobble into the next room, like a good servant.

	Six sugars, milk, and the milk went in last, just enough to blend in smoothly and take the dark off it. The swirl of milk was a stylised eye of accusation, peering from the table to Marko. When Wardell came back, Marko pushed the cup away slightly.

	“What’s going on?”

	Wardell looked like he’d been bitten. “Wh-whatcha mean, Fiver?” he asked, turning his head, raising an eyebrow, uncertain. 

	“Wardell, don't try to sand this one over. We’ve both hidden things from brass before. What’s on your mind?”

	"What do you mean, Fiver?"

	"You've been cagey this morning. Moreso than normal.” Not really true, but one signal was all Marko needed. Being indecisive when you were given a signal was a good way to wind up dead.

	“I, um, I don’t know what you could mean,” Wardell said, shuffling back around the back of the kitchen, keeping the length of the table between them. “It’s not really my place to rightly say.” He hedged, the sound of a unit clerk who really, really didn’t want the person dropped in the cack to be him.

	Marko stood up. There was still some of the old Sergeant in him. It was a doughy weight, a weight with implied threat. Generals and lieutenants barked orders knowing that they could punish. Sergeants didn’t have that luxury – they instead just had to make someone’s life very difficult. “Wardell.” 

	“They’re just discussing... I mean, you know how it is Sir-“ Ahah. “They’ve been talking about things lately, and I know it’s not my place to listen, but a man does hear things.”

	Marko knew he should feel a pang of guilt for exploiting an authority structure he’d left behind years ago, but there was something afoot, and he was tired of it. “That’s it.” He said, gripping the hilt of his blade at his hip, storming to the door and ramming it open with the force of a storm. 

	“Sarge!” yelled Wardell after him as Marko plunged into the dark. 

	The faces shrouded in darkness and wearing masks were much less intimidating when they were sat around a short table with their masks propped up atop their heads. They were also far less inscrutable. Names flashed across his mind – because one could not work as a protector for the fearful and moneyed in Timoritia without meeting the other fearful and moneyed – as quick as an arrow. Asca Gorange, the fat-jowled complainer with a rat-trap sense of timing. Ulster Dulf, the too-ginger, too-freckled gunner who’d shot two fiancées before her family got the idea. Ligier Rangst, a man who looked like a tiger wearing a human suit and had all the same social grace. And nestled amongst them was the nervously shaking form of Tenner Chilver, a man whose greatest accomplishment had been being born after an incredibly boorish lout that made him look better by comparison.

	“Oh.” He managed.

	It was hard to hold onto that spark of rage that’d pushed him through the door. Even grasping as tight as he could, the way Tenner’s hand shook while he sipped his tea, and the ridiculous way the masks sat atop heads, and suddenly he felt a lot less like he’d rooted out a conspiracy and more that someone was very extensively taking the piss. 

	“Oh, Marko,” said Ulster, with a voice that Marko was already in hindsight regretting not recognising. The woman had a voice like a low growl. People were hasty to say ‘unmistakeably feminine’ but they were all lying. “We were just talking about you-“

	“What’s this about?” Marko asked, stepping towards the table. No lighting effects. No strangeness. Just four silly nobles sipping tea wearing things that were really very silly hats. “What’s going on?” 

	“Well,” Tenner said, adjusting his cup and setting it down. “Well, we ... well. Well, you see, it’s like this. We’re trying to find the Black Thane’s heir.” 

	Asca gave a grumbling sound at that. “Well, we’re trying to find if there is a Black Thane’s heir.” 

	Marko was glad he hadn’t drawn his sword, or he’d feel pretty ridiculous right now. “This is... this is some sort of genealogy club?”

	“WELL,” Ligier said, barging his words across the table like a brick into a pie. “We’re trying to find a king and heir for our country, you know. The wealthiest empire in the goddamn WORLD, after all, if you’re not too PICKY about things like that.”

	“And so, I’m here because...”

	Ulster sat back, putting her tea to the side, and folding her arms. “Marko Fiver, we have reasons to believe that you have personally served at the right hand of the current and appropriate King of Timoritia. Now, you’re a man renowned for seeing patterns. Do you remember what you had to tell us about General Yull Bach-Thane?” 

	*

	The Cathedral doors were large and robust, and bound with iron, which is why they only opened on Sundays when the people were coming to file in, and closed when there were three or four people to help Brother Fratarelli with it. That meant normally, when a door had to be opened, it was opened with slowness, and the sound of it was a mighty creak that shook the walls of the church.

	Brother Fratarelli had never heard the sound from the small room by the building, because he was always one of the hands opening the doors. It sounded like someone had taken a gunshot and spread it out long and slow, like jam on bread. 

	Kivis was standing and looking at the door. “That’s not right,” she said, picking up that same small wooden bowl and heading to the small door that led to the main hall. “Brother?”

	“Yes?”

	“Stay here.” 

	Staying was a flexible word, and Brother Fratarelli leant up against the door, peering through the keyhole with his heart in his throat. 

	There were seven men ranging in age from perhaps twenty to maybe forty years at the oldest, wearing dockers’ clothes. One was holding a boat-hook over his shoulders, and they were all wearing suspenders like they were some sort of uniform. “Excuse us, mate,” said one, as Kivis stepped into the light of the room. “Just here to pick up the priest. He’s got some business, down by the river.”

	There were no pews set up in the main hall. They were all pushed to the walls, stacked up and over one another, which meant the main hall was just one large, empty space with a stone-tiled floor and a rug on it. “You’ve not been here before,” Kivis said, that twofold voice echoing off the walls.

	“No, this ain’t one of your typical shakedowns,” said the man with a boathook, grinning broadly. “Boss’ got a few words for the guy – don’t worry your head ‘bout it.” He said, sweeping the hook around to rest it on the ground like a spear. “You’re not about to give us some trouble, is ya?” 

	Kivis tilted her head one way, then the other, rolling her neck under her armour. Both fists up, clenched, she punched one into the other, testing her shoulders, the weight of her arms. “It’s not wise to try anything in this church,” she said.

	“Yeah, God works wonders for the poor,” said the leader, bringing the hook up. “Never been one for faith.”

	The bowl whizzed past his face by cims, and he lunged backwards to avoid the impact of it on his nose. In that tiny fraction of compressed time, he felt enormously clever, and made to turn his head back to Kivis, with a short, sharp quip on his lips, ready to launch. It maybe travelled to the edge of his lip before the words hit Kivis’ massive metal fist crashing into him. 

	The boathook hit the ground, but he didn’t let go of it, which she felt was quite convenient of him; she stamped on the midsection, snapping it, and swept up the half he still held to smack him in the face with the splintered end. Fist around his throat, she swung the man – easily a hundred keegs if he was any weight at all – around like a rag-doll and threw him like a child’s toy into the arms of the youngest of the group, who collapsed at the blow. 

	Then the rest of the crowd managed to blink.

	“Well?” the knight asked, standing, her arms spread. 

	Five men considered just how badly they wanted to fight a woman in full armour holding a metal hook, and began a nervous shuffle back and out of the building. When she was sure they were gone, she walked to the doors, and, straining the weight under her steel, pulled the doors closed again. The two forms lay in quite a bit of pain, but not unconscious – because Kivis knew what it took to make someone unconscious, and she hadn’t bothered to do any of it.

	The younger man had a look of dazed embarrassment on his face underneath the older man. The way the tide of things had been shifted so easily had surprised him, and then he’d laid there reconsidering just how devoted he was to the cause of getting the shit kicked out of me. Good. Boys like that lasted longer. Hunkering down on her knees, Kivis hooked the boathook into the shirt of the older of the two, and flipped him over without directly biting into his flesh. 

	All the thug saw, looming over him, was the owl-like visage of the church’s knight, holding his weapon in her hands, and light shining behind her head. 

	“Works of god be damned,” Kivis’ words echoed around the man’s head. “This place is guarded by me.”

	 

	 


Chapter 24

	Kivis stood over the edge of the river and rocked one foot back and forth against the stone. It gave her body some casual rhythm, which helped her in what she was doing, making sure she didn’t get bored maintaining a single position for such a long time. 

	“Did you knock him out?” Brother Fratarelli asked, leaning down and looking at the man hanging over the edge of the support wall by his ankles. Fratarelli really didn’t appreciate what was involved in a fight, not a proper fight. You couldn’t knock a man unconscious with one blow easily, not unless you had something like a mallet to bring down on his head. If you wanted to put someone under you had to choke them, or something. Really, if this sort of thing was going to happen again, she’d have to teach the Brother how to defend himself. “I mean, I understand-“ He was cut off by the groan.

	Kivis gripped, and rolled her shoulders and repeated the question again. “What interest does your boss have with Brother Fratarelli?” 

	“Hngh, I... ugh. Let... let me think!”

	“No.” Kivis said, and shook the man, from the ankles down, like he was an old rug, thudding him into the side of the wall with an almighty whack. The coins last left in his pockets tumbled out and jangled down into the water, which was black and sludgey around here, thanks to the bend upstream.

	Letting them think was bad; they’d try to come up with lies. Of course, she couldn’t do this sort of violence long if she wanted an answer; he’d just say anything to get out of her clutches, and at that point there was no point listening to him. The point of it wasn’t information – it was terror. She couldn’t fight every person who might want to strike at the church, but she could make them all fear what happened if they were caught. “One more time. What interest does your boss-“

	“I don’t know,” he howled, trying to brace himself against the wall, arms behind him, flailing for balance. “We was told to come pick up the Brother! Boss doesn’t like givin’ us orders we can screw up!”

	“Um, who is your boss?” Brother Fratarelli asked, still crouching near to the man’s head, like raising his voice would be rude in the circumstances.

	“Um, can-“

	WHACK.

	“Luke the Sinner! Luke the Sinner, guv! Christ on my words, it’s Luke the Sinner! Me back, I swear, I’m gunna be crippled, lady, you-“

	Kivis let go of one of the man’s ankles and put the hand on her hip as she looked at Brother Fratarelli. Not a woman prone to exhibiting such joys in her life, she did love that her helmet always looked unimpressed. It was a useful expression to always present the world; the hawklike stylised image that told whoever she was talking to that she was not having any of this. 

	“Oh dear.” The Brother said, nursing his chin, folding a finger and gnawing on the knuckle. “Oh dear oh dear. Oh dear.”

	“Uhm, mam, can I-“

	Kivis dragged the fellow over the lip of the wall and dropped him in the street. “I was kind,” she said, her words echoing in her helm, and she didn’t spare him a glance as he hoisted himself up into a stand and hobbled away as fast as he could. 

	“Alright, Fratarelli. What did you do?” 

	Fratarelli drew himself up and rubbed his hand on the little bit of hair he still had at his sides. “Um, well, um. I think this may be about ah, I... I think I may have to explain myself on this one...”

	“It’d be nice of you to start explaining yourself.”

	“You never asked.”

	“I did, actually. Several times. You can’t play that card, Brother. It’s your guilt, not mine.”

	“Ugh.” Fratarelli lurched, crossing his arm over his paunch and grabbing his elbow nervously. It was like he was trying to screw himself up into a ball like an old piece of paper. “Yes! I did confession for Father Reighland over at Connaught some months ago,” 

	"Brother?"

	"It meant I-"

	Kivis just put her hand over the priest's mouth. "Not here. Not in the street. Hm?" 

	Silenced, the Brother took a moment, gathered his wits, and nodded. Then Kivis set him down, gently, and gestured to the church. 

	“What happened to the other boy?” Fratarelli asked.

	“Let him go. Mercy to the ignorant.”

	“How very... faithful.”

	“No point kicking a dog that doesn’t know what it’s done.”

	“... You know, Kivis, I don’t imagine you the sort to kick dogs.”

	“Of course not. Dogs are nice.” She said, pulling the church doors closed behind her.

	*

	Rafe’s path out of the Dims wasn’t a direct one. There was a surly walk to it, a slouch that spoke of dragged feet, and curling streets. He didn’t know why he was doing it, but some part of him didn’t want to slink back to the little flat dock down by the riverside where Aderyn was going to, inevitably ask him more questions. Surely she should recognise by now that he didn’t want to answer. Hell, she sort of did – but that just made her more interested in finding out why he didn’t want to answer. Ugh, curious people.

	“What’s that?”

	Worse, when she asked a question, there was always that faintly flat edge to it. Most people asked questions like they were expected to have an answer already. Aderyn asked questions like she knew the answer, but was trying to make conversation. Stopping and looking down her arm, he squinted at the storefront. 

	“It’s a hock shop.”

	“A hock shop?”

	“Uh, pawnbrokers? It’s a fence.”

	“Oh! How interesting. I was talking about the dress in the front window.”

	Rafe squinted at it, turning in his walk to head towards the window, with its circular pattern of Clean and brown grimy edges of Not Clean, and looked in at one of the pinkest things he’d ever seen in his life. 

	It was a dress sitting on a dressmaker’s dummy, which stood somewhat apart from the repurposed bookshelf that sat in the window. While the cells of the bookshelf were filled with things like cigar cases and lighters and, of course, at least one knife that was almost certainly an object of interest to the barneys, the dress had none of that workday filth on it. It didn’t look as much like a dress to Rafe as it looked like some sort of construction project. Starting at the throat, there was a sort of frilly ring that connected to high sleeves that belled at the top and tapered down to the elbow like a pair of very lazy lilies, all decorated about in pink. There was a white panel over the chest, which was edged with pastel pink. Down the front, there were three piped lines of the same pink that looked, for want of a better word, flexible. It was cinched about the middle with a pink belt, and then, just as Rafe was getting to grips with how a human was meant to wear it, it exploded outwards in a bell shape of the same pink. It was pink without demand, pink without mercy; the pink expanded outwards and sat in an inexorable shape that refused to be reasoned with. The shape of it hinted at layers upon layers of skirts underneath, and it hovered above the counter top on which the dressmaker’s stand rested with careful precision. 

	“It’s a dress, Aderyn,” Rafe said, when he realised he’d spent a good two minutes just gawping at the festival of pink behind the glass of brown in a shop window of green.

	“Yes, it is a dress. I’m just surprised to see it here.”

	Tilting his head Rafe considered it. It was a pretty scabby hock shop. Chances are there was a story for why a dress like that wound up here, but he wasn’t likely to hunt it out. When you saw something that pretty in the Dims it usually meant someone had a sad tale that ended with a life once with sunshine in it, where maybe a thing was bought or given as part of a promise, a promise that ended with the handover of a few small coins in a grubby little corner of the Dims, because promises couldn’t buy oil or food or worse. He shrugged and tried to find a thread to keep the conversation going. As he opened his mouth, Aderyn interrupted him.

	"Of course nobody's going to buy it."

	"Well, y- wait, why do you think?"

	"You see there? The brooch at the bodice, the one on each hip?” Aderyn pointed on the dress, at the little silvered cameos. Oh, so the front of the thing was its bodice? “Those are royal seals, Rafe. This is a Princess' dress; wearing it if you're not a princess is a dreadfully disrespectful thing." Aderyn drew an outline of the shape, something like a crown, on the glass. "Of course, a duchess could wear it, though there are not many of those in the city at the moment, and it would be seen as quite gauche with the throne empty. Why did you think nobody would buy it?"

	Rafe shrugged and tried to hide between his shoulders, glaring up the street. "Because this is the Dims and it's worth five pounds. Are you kidding me? A princess’ dress, here? My arse."

	“I don’t really see what your backside and a princess dress have in common at all, Rafe.”

	Rafe shook his head as he picked up his pace moving away from the shopfront window. This was bollocks. 

	*

	The kettle sat on the stove-top, slowly heating but refusing to heat quickly. Kivis sat, with her arms folded, next to it, on one of the bench seats tucked under the table, and waited. Brother Fratarelli had been her friend for some time now, but throughout all the time she’d known him, she’d never seen him this nervous.

	“It’s...” he finally said, then hesitated, as if he was hoping the kettle would whistle and interrupt him. “It’s complicated.”

	“Brother,” Kivis said with the same deliberate pause. “Yes?”

	The rebuke made him squirm. “You understand that confession is not the same thing under the Church of Tiber’s religious strictures as it is under the Athlan faith where the tradition came from, right?”

	Thank god for the helmet. It meant she didn’t have to give him a flat look. It was just implied. 

	“Alright, well... you see...” Brother Fratarelli wrung his hands and rested them on the table top. “About... a month and a half ago, a priest couldn’t handle his services, so I was asked to fill in for him. I’m in the area, you see...”

	“Brother, this is Timoritia. Everyone’s in the area.”

	“Yes, but I’m within walking distance, and-“

	“And your congregation isn’t important.”

	He sagged. “Yes... yes, basically. If my flock go a week without anything it doesn’t matter. But the other congregation... it’s the Cathedral at Connaught.”

	“And?”

	Brother shifted a little. “See, I... I did the service and listened to confessional there, which was the better part of a day... and while I was there, I heard stories from the congregation there. Confessions... confessions to violent acts... confessions to ah... criminal acts... it wasn’t like doing confession here. Here, they’re looking for someone to soothe their consciences for their little misdeeds. Scuffles on Saturday night, forgiven on Sunday morning, you know? Nobody’s that...”

	“Bad.” Kivis finished.

	“... Yes. Nobody’s that bad.”

	She shook her head, and reached over to slide the kettle slightly off the flame.

	“... Anyway. That’s how I heard about... what Cameo Tully was doing.”

	“He confessed.”

	“... He bragged. He was sitting in the booth next to me and called me the other priest’s name, though he had to know that I was someone else. I’d just given a sermon! And... and he ... he wanted praise for it? He wanted praise for stopping these... poor women, and- and I just mean poor women, women without money – from having access to something that meant they could have some, some control over their lives.” The priest wasn’t crying, but there was the sound of it to him. “And he was... he was so proud of himself for it. It was...”

	She shook her head. “Your guilt, Father, not mine. I’d probably have duelled him on the spot.”

	“Well, yes, you have that luxury.” 

	“Not really. He’d have refused. He’s not crazy.”

	“He wasn’t. But Aderyn-“

	“Aderyn’s not crazy either.” Kivis said, pushing herself to stand. “She’s just different. And you’re telling me that this is how you found out about Cameo’s work. How does this relate to Luke Cornell?” 

	“Well, I was the big difference. I... I mean, Cameo Tully confesses to me, turns up dead later?”

	“... A month and a half later, Brother.” She shook her head. “If this is why they want to talk to you, they’re geniuses. How many other things in Cameo Tully’s life changed in those days? Praefoco?”

	“Praefoco’s been his associate for... for nine months, I think.”

	Kivis stopped. “... Do you think that this is the sort of thing Praefoco might have noticed?”

	“... Because he’d have taken notes...” Brother Fratarelli said, eyes open. “You think he would have?”

	“I don’t know. I never dealt with the man. But if that’s what Luke Cornell has, that’s evidence.”

	“... Oh dear.” Fratarelli stood up again, stepping over the bench. “We... we should do something about this.”

	“You think? Come on. We need to find Rafe and Aderyn.”

	“You think, you’d uh, you’d rather they handle it?”

	“I’d rather set a thief, thank you.” Kivis said, leading Brother Fratarelli with her, out into the main hall, through the small side door, and out onto the street that faced the river and...

	Which now hosted, sitting squat, and low, and sour in the river, a two-storey houseboat, decorated about with barbed wire and brass bells. 

	 


Chapter 25

	 “Well, this is just all happening today, isn’t it?” Kivis growled in harmony with herself. 

	The houseboat was something like a drifting palace. Some houseboats were squat, low and tight, turning a room the size of a large closet into a living space, but not this one. This one towered high and had to be careful under bridges, with monstrous engines that belched smoke and turned paddle wheels behind it, crawling through the river’s thick waters like some particularly large sea-beast that strayed from the ocean up and into the largest city in the world. There was no way that the Sinner’s Steamer could reach up and down the river proper, with all its little curling sub-rivery bits. It was too deep, too broad. It circled, instead, on its little route through the river – and that was the territory that Luke Cornell owned. 

	The territory included Brother Fratarelli’s church, and Kivis now realised why he the priest was comfortable ‘fixing’ the Cameo Tully problem, but so uncomfortable striking out against Luke Cornell. 

	“Why, Brother Francis!” 

	Kivis didn’t need any signal as to who that was. The man stood on the second storey of the houseboat, on an open deck with a rail around it, level with the stone walls that flanked the river. The man wore brown breeches without a pattern, but with telltale creases at the back of the knees, and weight that sat in the front of them. The man wore braces, and a labourer’s button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up and tight. On his hands he wore short black gloves that barely reached the wrist, shiny and black. If you looked at his clothes, Luke Cornell was a respectable man with respectable clothes and probably worked at a respectable business. If you looked to the rest of him, and saw the coiling serpents painted up and down his arms in a dozen different bright colours from a host of different tattoo parlours, you’d know better.

	Kivis knew better without seeing any of those things. She could look straight at Cornell’s eyes and see it in him. His eyes were a peculiar pale blue, like somewhere something that made Luke a human had slowly bleached away and left behind something that didn’t quite think and feel right. 

	“That is the name, yes? Francis Fratarelli?”

	Kivis turned her helm only subtly to indicate she was listening to Fratarelli. Another reason to love her helm; she could use its body language to mislead. A cant of her head made it look left while her eyes stayed fixed through the eyes to watch every move of that river-shark that had taken on human form. 

	“I really do prefer just Fratarelli.”

	“Good to know, Francis! Well now, I’ve been feeling quite sinful lately and I was wondering if I might invite you aboard for some confessions!” 

	Cornell spoke with the voice of a noble. It was that swaggering arrogance, that aggressive certainty. Luke spoke like he knew he was in charge, and if you yelled back, he’d just start stabbing things. 

	“You could come into the church?” Fratarelli said, trying to not sweat too visibly.

	“No can do, Brother Francis!” called back Luke, and his grin didn’t waver. “I can’t leave my daughter unattended for so long!” Gesturing down at the deck, he called to the gathering number of river vermin that called themselves dockhands. “Lads and lady – do be precious and invite the Brother on board, will you?”

	Some of the men moved slower than the others. They’d already seen what happened when they approached Kivis. But there was an open room around her now, there were more of them. Steeled with the courage of crowds, hands holding boathooks gripped tight and hauled. Feet hit the walls and thugs and crooks that knew what a coin was worth pulled up over the edge of the wall and started the familiar fan-out circle that spoke of a coming boot party. There were seven in front of her. Three more over there. The space behind her probably had room for five, with a circle that wide. Fifteen grown men.  

	“Kivis, we have to get out of here.” Fratarelli pulled at her arm, drawing up against her back. Well, he would complicate matters, wouldn’t he?

	She lowered her helm and gripped her fists tightly in their metal cases. “We do?”

	“You can’t fight all of them.”

	“Want to bet?”

	Some signal – probably Cornell’s growing impatience – and a sudden burst. Someone lunged forwards.

	*

	Standing on the Dunbredge Pier, Aderyn couldn’t help but wonder just why they’d bothered to call it a pier. It wasn’t a pier – it was a wharf. Wharfs were built into the sides of buildings – in this case, the building was a wall, which had build up as the city had, away from the river. The river went up, the river went down, and sometimes the wharf they stood on simply wasn’t there, lurking under water like that.

	There were seventeen steps down to the ground which was a prime number, and Aderyn had amused herself by skipping the second, fourth, sixth, eighth, and tenth steps, which let her hop one-two-three down the stairs. Unfortunately to jump from the seventh stair to the seventeenth would have been too obvious and might draw attention to her step being slightly unladylike. 

	The wharf was a little out of the way of the rain that fell, and had been falling since halfway out of the Dims. Inasmuch as she could say such things, Aderyn did think she liked the rain. It had an echo to it, a choral quality, and people who moved about in the rain kept to themselves. Nobody thought it odd for her to hunker down in a coat and press through the crowd with her arms tucked in against herself. Thankfully, her coat did have a hood on it. 

	Rafe had ceded to the rain too. He’d reached into the sleeves of the monk’s robe, and slipped his arms in them to lift it up and pull it up onto himself, pulling the front closed and tying it just once – instead of all down the front, where the little wooden toggles were. Then he’d pulled the hood over his head. It was quite amusing, him all charcoal grey and her in a pale bone-like white, like birds on the edge of the wharf, her hands huddled in close.

	“Well?”

	Rafe had spoken. That was odd. Normally Rafe didn’t start conversations.

	“Well, what?” Aderyn asked. Be coy, be polite. When possible, let someone else determine the rules and standards of the conversation. It makes it easier to play by their rules.

	“... You weren’t talking.”

	“Oh, I am sorry, Rafe,” she said, biting her lip and turning to him. “Did you want to talk about something in particular?”

	“... Y’said,” Rafe came for the subject like a stray dog circling a drunk. “... Y’said that I’m the first person y’know who doesn’t talk about himself.”

	“I said themself,” Aderyn offered, primly. Why were other people so bad at remembering simple details like that?

	“Whatever, just... y’know I’ve never heard you talkin’ much about you either.”

	Aderyn looked up at the underside of the bridge. Oh. Someone had noticed.

	“Well, what would you like to know?”

	Rafe drew himself up and shrugged under the charcoal grey of the outfit. “... Where y’from, what y’family’s like, why y’re an assassin, what y’re doing this for, what y’like, if y’have any other friends, what kinda...” he petered out. “Stuff like that.”

	“Well, to answer those questions in reverse order, that’s not a question, I have a roommate by the name of Quynn who I have not spoken to since graduation day, and I think Kivis is quite interesting, I like a large variety of things in a short alphabetical list including acrobatics, bottoms, chess, ducks, elks, finches, green tea, handcuffs, intelligence, jelly, kingfishers, Lleywa, masonry, neoteny, ointments, penguins, questions, ropes, snibs, terraced roofs, understanding, vexation, weathervanes, xylophones, yew, and zeniths – just the word, mind you, it has a pleasant shape to it, I am an Assassin because it was the school my parents chose for me and I saw no reason to protest, my father and mother are noble landowners of Lleywa who oversee a valley, populated by roughly six hundred people, and I’m from the DuThane valley in Lleywa, coincidentally the same place as my parents.”

	Rafe stared at her for a good long while. It was like she’d just smacked him in the face with more words than he knew existed. “... Y’re really just nae on the same path as th’rest of us, are y’?”

	“If I understand what you mean, Rafe, I believe it’s philosophically considered that most people are on their own path alone.”

	“That’s a cheery fuckin’ thought.” He shrugged. “Man, to hell with this.” He shook his head and ducked under the hood deeper. “Don’t think Cornell’s coming today.”

	“It’s a houseboat, Rafe, it will probably come by here eventually.”

	“Yeh, but chances are ‘e’s got it moored somewhere he’s doing the business.”

	“That does sound a little rude, when you say it like that.”

	“... What’s neoteny?”

	“Alright, then.” Aderyn said, shaking herself. It had been a nice bit of an excursion, she could see that, at least. “Let’s head back to the church and try again tomorrow.” 

	*

	Kivis threw the body onto the deck of the boat, onto the pile.

	“And fifteen.” She raised her head and glared at Cornell. “Who’s next?”

	The big man looked past her, up at the church behind them, at its freshly-cleaned windows, only barely grimed with the smoke from the stacks. “Alright, Brother Francis. I see you’re not in a confessional mood,” he drawled, lazily. “But I daresay we can meet something of a compromise-“ 

	“Get stuffed.” Kivis called, throwing a broken boathook at him. Cornell, to his credit, at least swatted it aside with a speed she hadn’t expected.

	“Let me try a bit more of an incentive scheme here. Brother, you come aboard and hear my confession, and I won’t have to come on back in an hour with twice as many men and burn your church-house down.”

	Kivis bit back the anger in her throat. She’d do it, quite happily, but the church wasn’t hers to burn. She turned to Fratarelli, who was white as a sheet – the entire fracas had unfolded around him like a sort of elaborate magical trick, and he was standing wringing his hands, wondering just what he was going to do next.  “W-well.” He stammered.

	It was unfair, in Kivis’ mind, that she so often found herself bound by things that let other people change the battlefield. Last time, it’d been the law, the time before that it’d been family obligation. Now she was being shackled to Brother Fratarelli’s silly attachment to a specific building. But it would be inconvenient to rebuild it, she supposed. What did churches even cost? Ugh. Turning her head, she lowered her chin and leant close to the Brother. “If you go, I’ll go with you.”

	“Now now, there, lady. This is between me and the priest. And just between me and the priest.”

	Kivis grit her teeth. Bullies. Always bullies. As she drew back, Fratarelli’s hand caught her wrist, and he whispered low:

	“Get Rafe.”

	“Rafe? Why him? Why not Aderyn-“

	“Because I’m going to need a burglar.”

	Kivis stepped back and clenched her fists, looking at Luke Cornell, Luke the Sinner, and the back of her friend as he made his way down the stairs. Closing her fists and punching them together, she gritted her teeth. Theft was not her strong suit. Fine. Fine. “Hey Cornell,” she called over.

	“Yes, m’lady?” he asked, tipping his hand by his ear, as if to hear her.

	“You ever get off that boat near me and I’ll tear your arms off and beat you to death with them.”

	“Hahah, a pretty threat!” he said, opening the cabin door. “Don’t worry, m’lady. I never get off this boat.” He stepped inside, and the engines took up. 

	Stand still. Wait. Don’t be seen to move fast. She knew she couldn’t chase the boat down, after all. And if she was seen running, it’d look like panic. 

	As the rain sheeted down, the boat turned from a presence to a shape behind curtains of water. When she was sure she wasn’t being glared at through the mist, Kivis turned, walked into the archway of the church, pulled it closed... then ran like hell for the back door. 

	*

	When the rain steepened, Rafe pulled under an awning, and it was only after a few moments standing there in silence with him that Aderyn realised she wasn’t sure what they were doing there. It was a slow walk in the rain – the streets locked up and people in hard raincoats moving goods under tarps or in barrels moved more carefully, not wanting to be the person who lost a dray of goods for a dram of impatience.

	Still. Standing in an awning watching rain sheet down while standing next to someone she knew and never spoke to was pleasantly reminiscent of home. It would have made a nice way to fill an afternoon, watching people go past, until the heavily armoured figure of Kivis emerged from the rain, whipped her head around as it saw them, then closed in quickly, her fists balled up in determination.

	The owl shape loomed into their dry little space, and her fist thudded into the wood of the wall behind Rafe, by his ear.

	"You. Rafe. Brother Fratarelli needs you. Now."

	"Rafe?" Aderyn asked in surprise. "Whatever for?"

	"Fratarelli wants a burglar. Luke Cornell has him-"

	"Oh what the fuck?" Rafe threw his hands down at his side. "We were waiting for his boat all day, and he went to you? This is bullshit."

	"... What's his problem?" Kivis asked, glancing over at Aderyn. 

	"I do not know. Maybe he is not comfortable with the word 'neoteny?'"

	"Oh for fuck's sake." Rafe rubbed his forehead. "Why's he need me? Aderyn's b... just as good as I am at..." he gestured. "Wait, this is about pay, isn't it?"

	"No - I ..." Kivis shook her head and grabbed Rafe by his ear, dragging him out of the awning, her metal visage nose to nose with him. "My friend is in the clutches of a vicious gangster who wants to burn down a church. I'm not inclined to his particular methods, young man, but Brother Fratarelli has pulled you out of prison and I think you owe him at least a thank you."

	"He's blackmailing meeeoowowowowow!" Rafe yelped in pain as he began a long, slow agreement.

	*

	 


Chapter 26

	The houseboat rumbled on, dreadful and low, through the thick grey waters of the The River. On the forward flat deck, his hands on his hips, Luke Cornell looked down at the little bird he’d captured. 

	The Priest was not a small man. There was a decently large amount of Brother Fratarelli, all swelled out in a circle shape. But he was not a tall man, and his weight was not the kind that implied threat. The handful of men around him weren’t particularly threatening, in and of themselves, but Luke Cornell made the height difference between the two feel like he was looking up a mountainside. Swallowing, Brother Fratarelli folded his hands into his robe. “Ah, so, uh, Mister Cornell... you wanted confessional, yes? That is something we should... we should probably do somewhere private.”

	“Ah, yes, Father Francis,” Luke said, planting his hand on Brother Fratarelli’s head, turning to gesture to the main houseboat. “Don’t worry, we’ll be having plenty of time for that.”

	“A-ah, well, yes, for the betterment of the soul,” Brother Fratarelli said, clearing his throat. “It’s really best that you consult entirely in private.”

	“Souls?” Luke Cornell said, nodding. “Makes sense to me. Nebrin!” he called, one hand up by his mouth. 

	A wet slopping sound by the sound of the boat seemed to come in response. A moment later around the corner came an enormous man in a heavy brown leather apron, spattered up and down in dark black stains. “Yeh, boss?”

	“Come. We’re going down into the hold with the Brother. He’s going to hear my confessional.”

	“Your confession. And ah, it really does need to be alone,” Brother Fratarelli almost squeaked, hoping against hope that whatever was coming would not, in fact, come.

	“Oh, that needn’t be a bother. Nebrin here doesn’t have a soul at all.”

	Brother Fratarelli had lived in a cold church, in thick robes, and for the first time in his life, he could consciously remember shivering. 

	*

	Kivis had spoken to a lock-keeper on the river, who’d been helpful enough, with a few light punches and a few coins, to tell them where the locks were set today. That had limited where the houseboat could be, and as the rain abated and the evening fell, that had cut the search short. They couldn’t be sure the Brother was on the boat, but it was their best option to find him. When Rafe and Aderyn had found the boat, it was moored in a compound, one of many of those houses that had once been warehouses on the river, now refitted to be an expensive home with a dock.

	Looked at from the outside, the houseboat was really just, well, a house. It was even nicely designed with a set of tiers to it – each storey had to be a bit smaller than the storey above it, so it was like climbing a wedding cake. Railings around each level, as well. Rafe stopped himself as he realised he was already thinking about how quickly he could fly up and down that houseboat’s outside and be gone, looking at it from the side. Speed wasn’t important here – haste would make waste. 

	Haste makes waste? Ugh, that wasn’t like him to think. That was some twee little aphorism like Aderyn would use. Except she hadn’t. She never did. Wait, that was pretty strange, now he thought about it. The girl was all patterns, but he’d never heard her say something like that. Just ‘As is appropriate for a young lady,’ and ‘that’s not what that means.’

	Rafe shook himself out of that cul-de-sac of thought and crept along the dockside. Barrels, ropes, crates, they were all piled on the sides of the river walls. The scent of wet rope and burlap after the rain wasn’t really as offensive as the smell of the river itself. No wonder the people piled the boxes high.

	The houseboat’s shape was a carnival of handholds, and those three decks were wonderfully open areas, but they were also lit by golden ponds of lamplight. The dark colours he wore blurred well with the various washed-out things dotted around the riverside through the half-light of night, but in the light he’d stand out like a priest’s d-

	“Patrols,” Aderyn hissed next to him. 

	A clatter on the decks. One of the cones of light shifted, and turned. Peering through the dark, Rafe could make out the image of guards, holding lanterns as well as the fixed lights. Who had their houseboat patrolled at night? Why not just rest it in the middle of the river, away from anyone? It wasn’t like anyone who swam through the river would be in a fit state to do anything when they clambered over the edge of the boat. Guards meant that the problem changed every moment. Rafe had to try and deal with, well, people who might be having a good day or a bad one, who might investigate noises, or ignore noises, or – ugh.

	“How y’want to handle this?” he asked.

	“Taking out the guards one at a time would be thorough but time consuming. And they have a hostage. It’s best to be direct.”

	“We can’t sink the boat, Aderyn-“

	She gave him that look again.

	“What? You said to be direct!” 

	Aderyn shook her head and put a hand on the ground. “The guards are probably blind to things outside the light. Stay in the dark, stay in the quiet, you should do fine.”

	Rafe wanted to yell at her that he knew how to avoid a fucking guard, but she was already moving. God damn, the girl did not wait once she’d made a plan.

	“Hey, wait!” he called. Aderyn was dressed almost entirely in white. She’d be as visible as she could be if anyone looked in her direction. Grumbling, Rafe threw himself over the edge of the river walls. One hand hung onto the stone, pressed to it as he slid down, before he reached the level of the boat’s side – when he bunched his legs and sprung forwards. Wind spun past his ears as he caught the railing, using it for momentum to become a forward roll. He was out in the open for maybe a tenth of a heartbeat, landing behind a torch.

	Peeking up over the edge of the crates piled on the fore part of the deck, Rafe started to map a path up and over the boat. The Father was inside it somewhere – and he had to find his way in, while avoiding attention. Stick to walls. Breathe even. Do not, do not, do not panic. Most people just aren’t paying attention, especially the ones who have been paying attention for the past few hours.

	There were bells on each level, on each side – heavy bells, so the creep of the boat through the water didn’t just ring them all the time. But each bell stood out from the wall on a small, flat strut of brass. Bells were exactly what he’d avoid – guards near bells could easily sound the alarm, and surely they’d hang around near them. Then, while he looked around for the signs of moving lights around the back of the boat, he spotted Aderyn’s pale braid through the gloom of night.

	She stood right next to one of the bells – and put her hand atop the metal strut that supported it. Then, without touching the bell itself, she swung her whole body up – standing on the fingers of one hand atop the strut; she hooked a leg over the railing of the next loor, then swept up and over, to the next bell strut – landing on it with her palm, pulling her weight onto it, then leaping up to the next. She was atop the top roof of the houseboat – and three storeys up, Rafe saw Aderyn’s pale hair disappear into trapdoor.  And then Rafe felt his next heartbeat.

	Good god, Aderyn was fast. Thank god those bells had been fixed in well, and she hadn’t slipped and hit one, and that she hadn’t brushed one as she swept up and what the hell was she even thinking trying stupid stuff like that. Rafe swallowed as he felt behind his back, gripping one of the two short knives. Kivis had offered them, and Aderyn had refused him, and he’d taken both, because free stuff.  If she was searching from the top down, he’d search from the bottom up...

	Past the crates, he looked left, right, and slid past a door. Keeping low and close to the wall, he brushed his forearm against the underside of the knob, testing its resistance to a push. Yep, locked. Which meant if he wanted in there... he’d have to find one of the guards with the keys. Or find another door. Or... well.

	Rafe bit his top lip and kept his breathing steady. It was a big puzzle. But it was a puzzle with a solution. Keep moving, stay alert, and be bold. People didn’t look, because they didn’t expect to see. These guards weren’t here to notice things, they were here to notice the same thing that they always saw.

	They also tended to patterns. The boat was designed like a loop, and that was perfect for Rafe. Every step he took, he pressed his hand flat down on the boards, testing them for creaks, and feeling for the movement through the boards of anyone nearby. Nothing, nothing, nothing – until he rounded the corner. 

	A guard was resting his hands on the rail, a cigarette between his fingers, his lantern on the ground next to him, pointing out at the water, where he’d pointlessly set it. Hanging from his hip was a boathook the length of his arm, and from the other hip, a ring of keys, hooked on a stout little notch on his belt. Silent, serious, and at least at the moment, he was trying to make forty-five cents of paper and tobacco last. 

	The keys were easy, and the way back easier. A door, a clasp, and Rafe was in.

	*

	“This is the most private room I have.” Luke said, pulling on thick gloves. His big voice boomed against the inside of the room. There were chains on the ceiling, hanging loose and low. The walls were metal. The floor was smooth and flat and tiled, and had a drain in the centre. Stacked up around the edges of the room were crates, ropes, and stacks of goods. Some part of the place made Brother Fratarelli think of a fishery’s cleaning room, but it still was being used just for storage.

	Really, it was strange how much of this houseboat was... well, stuffed full of things? Luke Cornell lived his life like he was a king of the river. He bullied the Barneys and he swaggered with the nobles but for some reason, his actual home was... kind of a mess. “I do hope that you can forgive the wait, Father.”

	“It’s... it’s entirely okay.” Brother Fratarelli said, shifting awkwardly on the little wooden bench. He’d been sitting there for hours, but thankfully, he was panicked, which meant that the hours had merely felt like an eternity. He was desperate to try and put a positive spin on this event. Plenty of time contemplating his own mortality and the line of cause and effect that had put him here. 

	Brother Fratarelli knew that justice moved strangely. The question he had to grapple with now was whether this was judgment for his actions, or a struggle for him to overcome to keep doing what he was doing. 

	Nebrin, behind Cornell, picked up a pair of pliers, and Brother Fratarelli tried very very hard to anticipate a struggle.

	Luke Cornell hunkered slightly in front of the bench. Those mad, empty eyes fixed on Brother Fratarelli’s, and his hand came up under his chin. “Now then, Brother Fratarelli. I think, based on some of my dealings with Cameo Tully, that you may be having something I want.”

	“U-um?” 

	“Oh yes indeed. You know about Cameo Tully, yes?” Luke’s hands were on his knee, and he looked Brother Fratarelli in the eyes like he was sitting on a bench, but there was nothing supporting him. Somehow, the stance was more strange than anything else. Brother Fratarelli swallowed and realised he’d stopped listening.

	“Um, yes. About Cameo Tully. He was ass-murdered, right?”

	“Killed,” Nebrin grunted behind his boss. 

	Luke barely looked over his shoulder for a moment, his nose wrinkling as he focused back on the Brother.

	“Alright, then, Francis.” Luke said, his voice lowering, dropping some of that affect. “Praefoco had a set of silver candlesticks, and he was murdered in the same incident where Cameo Tully was. The candlesticks are missing from Praefoco’s estate, which means, I cannot buy them, which I very much would like to do.” The emphasis, the punch on the words he was using built up. His nostrils flared. “While I tried to find records of their sale in Praefoco’s estate, I found no such thing. I did however, find a book, which mentioned any changes in Cameo Tully’s day-to-day schedule. Now, then.” He drew a long breath, and the timing seemed to reset. “You were mentioned. Cameo Tully confessed to you, at the Cathedral of Connaught. His silver candlesticks are missing.”

	Suddenly, Luke’s hand was on Brother Fratarelli’s throat but he wasn’t breathing anyway.

	“What in the world did Cameo Tully pay you for?”

	*

	The top of the houseboat had barely seemed much like a boat at all. The windows were square and fitted with latches like windows of a house. The floor was carpeted and the staircase Aderyn had found that led downwards had a little box next to it where people could put their shoes. It even had a warning, printed on a brass plaque above the box, You are not allowed here.

	Well, she wasn’t, but that didn’t seem something the plaque could enforce, which left Aderyn unimpressed. Aderyn slipped on like a ghost, holding her breath between steps and exhaling after her foot came down, moving in a slow rhythm that kept her footfalls quiet. 

	There was an umbrella stand on the third floor. A houseboat with an umbrella stand didn’t seem as far as Aderyn knew, wrong or anything like that, but it sat by a door to the outside railing with a certain jauntiness that felt strange. It was made out of an elephant’s foot, too, which seemed awfully tacky. That had always confounded her: Umbrellas and elephants had almost nothing to do with one another beyond large scores in scrabble games, and the idea of tearing off one’s foot for that sort of purpose seemed to lack all sort of conceptual elegance. They weren’t even particularly waterproof, elephants. Why, they could swim. That wasn’t very much like an umbrella at all.

	Aderyn stopped at the door of a young lady. She knew it was the door of a young lady, because someone had put a little wooden plaque in the shape of a heart, painted pink and studded with little shell beads to say ‘Princess,’ which Aderyn was reasonably certain was unlikely to be on the door of a young man. Listening at the door, she hadn’t heard anything – and a quick keyhole check had shown a room dark, so dark that it couldn’t have any windows. That much made her uncomfortable, but it was silent. Wherever Brother Fratarelli was he was likely not going to be silent.

	Just outside the door, there was a little half-moon table, recessed tastefully into a wall and probably quite expensive, upon which sat a little silver dish with some coins in it, and an opened invitation. It smelled of perfume, another thing Aderyn knew was expected but also didn’t understand. None of her friends, upon receiving their invitations, had ever sat around smelling them, but still, money and effort was spent. It was an invitation to an estate ball – a birthday party of sorts, for young ladies who had turned eighteen years of age.

	There was less than zero mystery about the room. Aderyn allowed herself a momentary huff of irritation, and she went back to her hunt. This was a home, not a workplace, and Luke Cornell was almost certainly going to work on the Brother. 

	*

	“You know, boss,” Nebrin said, idly shifting tools on his tray. They were clean, still. “I don’t think you’re quite gettin’ through to him.”

	Brother Fratarelli was, basically, a bundle of sweat in robes. His feet were clammy in their sandals and he felt like the metal walls of the room were slanted inwards, the roof slowly coming downwards. Maybe it was just riversickness, or nausea or the suspicious way Nebrin was sorting metal implements that were quite clearly designed to tear metal.

	“Shh, Nebrin. I know what I’m doing here.” Cornell shook his head. “Forgive Nebrin. He’s a bit of the old guard of criminal. Doesn’t trust what he can’t beat out of a man.” Nebrin, listening to that, shrugged, and nodded.

	“Fair.”

	“Now then. You’ve explained the exchange, which was, as you say, quite nice.” Luke Cornell counted off his fingers. “You mentioned that such things are regular when a priest is dead, yes. But you don’t explain why Praefoco thought fit to name you in his books, and not the other two priests who filled in.”

	Brother Fratarelli swallowed. So far in his answers, he had tried to impress that he definitely, definitely knew nothing about silver candlesticks, which were the last thing he had expected to hear about today. Murder, and his part in it, were apparently far less important to Luke Cornell than a pair of silver candlesticks. What’s more, he was paying attention to these things in the strangest way. It wasn’t odd that Praefoco and Cameo Tully had died at the same time, but it was odd that Praefoco had written down Brother Fratarelli’s name?

	“Well,” Luke said, hunkering close again, putting his hand on top of the Brother’s head. “Let’s just remove all doubt, shall we? Why don’t you tell me, Brother, just what Cameo Tully confessed that day?”

	Brother Fratarelli was not, in his opinion, a particularly ardent churchman. The laws of his childhood had become the rules of his seminary years and those had become the guidelines of his life spent administering to the poor and the underprivileged. Confession was only a tradition, after all, not even an official church sacrament, here in Tiber. 

	But.

	“I can’t.”

	“You can’t?” Luke asked, his tone surprisingly light. “You can’t. You can’t tell me because...?”

	“Because it would be wrong.” Why would it be wrong, Francis? Because, no matter how he wanted to pretend otherwise, some things in church mattered. Cameo Tully was a bad man, who had confessed bad things. He had told them to Kivis, and she had kept his secret, but... but... this was different. This was being demanded, by force of arms, to render up something that he had promised not to do.

	Luke nodded. Then he swung his arm back and struck Brother Fratarelli across the face so hard that the heat of the blow felt like blood. Brother Fratarelli fell off the stool, hit the ground shoulder-first, and the pain that ran across his shoulders, and the doughy uselessness of his own flesh around him reverberated as Luke’s boot swung into his midsection.

	The priest did what he’d learned to do when he was very young, the last time he’d suffered this. He curled into a ball, and prayed. And as he curled, his eyes fell on the flit in the shadows – the image of a young man, with brown hair and priests’ robes. 

	Rafe was a weak form of salvation, but here, as Luke Cornell’s blows rained upon his head, any dream would do. 

	*

	Rafe knew these moments. He’d been here before. You saw your mate in the cacky, hunkering on the ground, hands over his head, and you looked at your mate, and you looked at the bully, and you sat still. You couldn’t fix it. Luke Cornell wasn’t some Bottle Street thug with a few inches of height and a roll of pennies in his fist. Luke Cornell was Luke the Sinner, a crime lord who owned straits of land right through the city’s guts. The man wasn’t a target, not some cringing wickedness, he was a force unto himself – a mountain of inhumane cruelty that was, at this moment, crashing down on someone who half an hour ago, Rafe had complained was blackmailing him. Cornell’s savagery would be satisfied soon, Rafe just had to ride it out, and then he’d have a chance to rescue him. 

	Aderyn slithered out of the shadows next to him and looked through the coiled ropes and wooden crates. They had a little letterbox view of the fat priest whimpering as he was beaten, which she peered out into with those dazzling eyes. The door he’d unlocked, he’d left unlatched – and thanks to Nebrin’s focus on the tools and Luke Cornell’s focus on his intense rage, they’d not even noticed the door open twice.

	Okay, Rafe knew what was coming. Aderyn was going to turn to him, and ask why he wasn’t helping. Then he’d hiss at her you don’t jump in the cacky and she’d give him that look like he was stupid and she’d demand an explanation and he’d hush her then she’d put her hand on the crate, and he’d grab her wrist and- 

	Thoughts were very, very quick, but Rafe was surprised indeed to see Aderyn vaulting over the crates without so much as looking at him.

	Fuck!

	Luke Cornell was a big man, and Aderyn wasn't a big woman, and while Rafe had lived a bareknuckle life on the streets firmly believing that size wasn't everything, he typically gave that sort of thing a wide berth when it came to people who were twice someone's size. Size wasn't everything in a fight, but it was enough. 

	It wasn't enough for Aderyn.

	She arched over the top of Luke Cornell's head, long white sleeves fluttering, with her hand on the top of him. Grip twisted, reversed, she went from supporting her weight on his head like a fulcrum to grabbing his head-  a thumb hooked into the orbit of his eye-socket. Her feet hit the roof, and she kicked off it, landing on the floor, pulling the man's weight with her - and flipping him head over feet, throwing him face-first into a wall.

	"Get yours!" she barked at Rafe, in a word very much unlike her norm - with a white scarf pulled across her face. When had she done that?! That was a good idea - 

	Nebrin's fist crashed against Rafe's face like a brick, and he fell back into crates with an almighty thud. 

	"Who the fuck do you fink you are, mate?" bellowed the - equally huge - Nebrin, as he reached down into the broken wood to grab at Rafe.

	Rafe rolled sideways, and lunged fowards, throwing his weight onto one end of the bench as Nebrin bent over, thudding the wood into his chest. Size mattered. Size mattered a lot. Size meant the other guy when he got his chance was going to do everything to crush you. Rafe had grown up in the poorest parts of the city. He knew what it meant when a Bigger Boy had you. You got hit. You went down. And then they started kicking you - and kept kicking. 

	The only real solution was to make sure that he was so badly hurt that he didn't want to fight you.

	...or you killed him.

	That hadn't been an easy option, back then.

	 These were the thoughts that drifted through Rafe's head like clouds, as a fist pounded helplessly against his back, trying to take a good angle at his kidneys. A hand that sought to grab at his hips in some way, the struggle slowing, striving. The precise details were a little lost on him. All he really knew is that he was making sure that this big guy, Nebrin was hurt so badly. He had a leg around the bigger guy's neck. He was on the ground, he - yeah, he could remember the ground, because he smashed the back of his head against it. Hadn't grabbed his knife, not sure why. Had grabbed an ear. But it was a hand on his shoulder that really pulled his attention.

	"Rafe... Rafe, my boy. Please. Let's... let's get out of here."

	Rafe looked across the room, where Aderyn, still masked, was dancing with Cornell. The man was big, and mad, and vicious, and she kept running him into things. There was nothing between them that she didn't control.

	Why...

	Why wasn't Aderyn just killing him?

	Looking down at his bloody hands, Rafe pushed off Nebrin's chest and stood. The man gurgled. He was a big man. Big men didn't often make sounds like that. 

	"Door," Rafe said, stumbling towards it, realising he wasn't really feeling his hands or his feet. They were there, on the ends of his arms and legs, but they were freezing cold and they were numb. He hadn't felt like that in months. Not even Praefoco had felt like that. "C'mon."

	Aderyn dropped face-first onto the floor, and swung both her legs out into Cornell's knee, smacking it an unpleasant angle with an unreasonable force, and by the time he righted himself from the fall, she was across the room. One hand on Brother Fratarelli's back, she shoved them out the door - pulling the door closed behind them.

	"Key!" she hissed at Rafe, who, after some fumbling, handed it over. On the other side of the door, Luke Cornell was trying to brute-force the handle which she held. Brother Fratarelli had to take the key from him, lock the door. He turned, running up the stairs, and Aderyn with him - 

	But Rafe stopped, and dropped his elbow onto the key in the lock, snapping it off in the mechanism. 

	Up. Out. Over the railing, onto the moor, past guards who had no idea, and figured the loud, angry bellowing from down in the hold was exactly as expected. The Priest took some shuffling, but the second they hit cobblestones, the three stopped running, and started to walk.

	Two blocks away, Rafe could feel his fingers again. He could feel his fingernails. It wasn't a good thing to feel, considering the state of them.

	"You know," Brother Fratarelli said, swallowing, "I daresay there will be... consequences."

	"You got somewhere you can hide for a week or two?" Rafe was already thinking defensively, dazed. 

	"I could head back to Lleywa," Aderyn ventured.

	"Y'know, I wasn't really worried about you."

	Brother Fratarelli rubbed his aching side with one hand, shuffling along. "Kivis and I... I can't leave the church unattended for much time. It would be a problem for the - I mean, my congregation, you realise."

	A half block. "Can't leave them?"

	"Maybe... maybe for a week or two?"

	Aderyn slid her arm underneath the priest's shoulder to give him some support, guiding him onwards. "Well, then. I rather think Mr Cornell is not likely to forget about you quickly, so how about we find some place that's nice and quiet for you to hide in the mean time?"

	"I suppose... I suppose I have to." 

	"What did you want us to steal, anyway?" Aderyn asked.

	"... Kivis didn't tell you? It was a book..." the priest drew a heavy breath. "It was a book from Praefoco's estate. He'd recorded... well, business in it. It apparently incriminates me."

	Aderyn stopped short. "I... see." 

	"You..." Rafe mimicked the pause. "...See?"

	"I see." she repeated, clearing her throat. "Well." 

	"Well?"

	"Well."

	The moon slipped behind clouds again. The sky rumbled. Once again, as almost ever always, it rained in Timoritia. Sheeting water poured down over the hoods of the bruised, the beaten, and the bothered equally. 
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