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Description
Morgant the Razor was once the most feared assassin in three nations. But now he has retired, and masquerades as a simple artist.
Yet he cannot escape his notoriety so easily, and the man who kills the Razor will receive fame and riches beyond count. 

But Morgant did not become the most feared assassin in three nations by remaining idle...
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Blood Artists
The man who strode through the door intended to kill him.
Morgant could feel it.
"Welcome, good sir," said Morgant, sketching a polite bow. His visitor was young, no more than twenty-five, and dressed in fine clothes. Jewels sparkled on his fingers and in his ears, and he gave the impression of one come to recent wealth. A prosperous merchant, then, or a noble with a lucrative inheritance.
Yet the young man looked as if he knew how to use the sword and dagger at his belt, and his eyes roved over everything, taking in Morgant and his workroom in one quick glance. 
"You," he said, looking Morgant up and down, "you are Markaine of Caer Marist? The painter?"
Morgant smiled. "Some call me such." 
"I am Carzim, a merchant of Istarinmul," said the young man. "Recently I have achieved new wealth and prominence, and desire to commission a portrait to reflect my new station."
"I would be glad to oblige," said Morgant. "The heat grows oppressive. Let us retire to the courtyard to speak." 
Carzim gave a curt nod, and Morgant led him through the workroom, past the half-finished canvases and shelves of paints and brushes, and to the small courtyard at the rear of the house. Four old bloodfruit trees, their branches heavy with crimson fruit, shaded the yard from the burning sun, and the fragrance of their flowers kept the stench of the city at bay. Morgant had paid a great deal of money for them. A fountain splashed in the shade of the trees, and Morgant settled on its edge with a sigh.
"Wine?" said Morgant, reaching for a carafe and a pair of goblets. "Or perhaps a bloodfruit? They're ripe, and quite tasty." 
Carzim hesitated. "It is a little early for wine..."
Morgant filled a goblet, took a drink. "You'll forgive me, I hope. I don't have quite the stamina I once did." 
"Very well," said Carzim. "No point in being rude."
He had, Morgant knew, been waiting to see if the wine was poisoned. A precaution that very few merchants would have taken. Carzim took the offered goblet, drank, glanced around the courtyard.
"This is very good wine," he said.
Morgant shrugged. "My work has its compensations."
"So it would seem," said Carzim. "This is a fine house. Yet you live alone? Without servants or slaves?"
"I value my privacy," said Morgant. 
"No guards, either?" said Carzim, and his eyes had an almost predatory glint to them. "Do you not fear thieves?"
Morgant smiled. "I never have had much trouble from thieves."
Which was true. 
"Well, I suppose painters are entitled to their eccentricities," said Carzim. "Though you seem to have quite a few eccentricities. Even for a...painter."
Morgant began to tire of the game. "You wish a portrait commissioned?"
"Aye, I do," said Carzim. "After all, I am a man of wealth and prominence. And soon I will have another triumph to my name. Why should I not have a portrait to commemorate my achievements?"
"Why not?" said Morgant. "Return tomorrow, and I will take some sketches. I can begin work soon afterward." He smiled. "Come to me, and I will paint such a portrait of you that anyone who looks upon it will stare in wonder." 
"Of course," said Carzim. "I will return soon."
"Yes," said Morgant. "I rather think you will." 
 
###
 
After Carzim left, Morgant returned to his workroom, took a vial from the shelf, and sprinkled some of the powder within upon his tongue. 
Then he got to work.
Drawing had always soothed his mind, even as a child, and he did so now. He painted for some time after that, working on commissions for various nobles and merchants. Not that he needed the coin, not anymore. 
But it kept him occupied, and he enjoyed the work.
The light dimmed as the sun went down, and Morgant stood, stretched, and went upstairs. The walls had been covered with white plaster, rough and pockmarked. Morgant stopped before a wall, pressed a hidden seam, and a panel swung free, revealing a shallow alcove. 
Steel gleamed in the dim light. 
Morgant withdrew a Nighmarian longsword in its sheath, and buckled it to his belt. After a moment's consideration, he took a black dagger, a blood-colored pearl set in its pommel, the edges sharp enough to cut a thread in midair. The weapon felt familiar, comfortable in his hand.
He had killed a lot of people with it. 
Last he withdrew a black cloak and settled it around his shoulders, and then closed the alcove. Wrapping the cloak about him, Morgant walked to a ladder and climbed to the roof. Like most of Istarinmul's houses, the roof was flat, and he often came up here at night to to sleep and escape the day’s accumulated heat. From here he saw the Padishah’s palace, ablaze with the arcane light produced by the College of Alchemists, and the glow of the lighthouses guarding the harbor. 
Morgant settled in the roof’s shadowed corner, cloak wrapped about him, and waited. 
He did not need to wait long. Soon he saw a shape running along the nearby rooftops, jumping over the narrow alleys. A shape in a hooded black cloak, clad in steel-studded leather armor, a scimitar and a dagger at his belt. 
Carzim. 
Morgant smiled. A merchant, indeed. 
Carzim jumped the last alley and landed on Morgant's roof, his boots making no sound. He hesitated for a moment, eyes gleaming beneath his hood. Then he nodded to himself and started for the ladder, moving silently.
Morgant stood, sword and black dagger ready in his hands. He glided up behind Carzim, weapons drawn back for a stab. 
This was easier than he had expected.
But, somehow, Carzim felt him coming.
The younger man whirled, blades flying from their scabbards, and caught Morgant's thrusts. Sword and dagger and scimitar met a dozen times in half as many heartbeats, weaving a web of steel. Then Morgant stepped back, sword ready in his right hand, black dagger poised in his left.
They stared at each other for a moment. 
"So," said Carzim. "You really are Morgant the Razor."
Morgant gestured with the black dagger that had given him the name. "You weren't certain?"
"I was mostly certain," said Carzim. "It seemed strange for the great Razor to masquerade as a painter, but few painters have a killer’s gleam in their eye. And if I was wrong...well, the world would not miss one old painter." He shook his head. "I planned to cut your throat while you slept. What gave me away?"
Morgant grinned. "Please. The way you looked at every little detail, the way you flinched when I offered you wine...only a blind man could not see that you had come for my head. Which makes me curious. Why have you come for it?"
Carzim looked incredulous. "You're Morgant the Razor! The paramount assassin of Istarinmul. They tell stories about you, old man. They say you've killed lords, emirs, high priests, great merchants, and mighty sorcerers. You even killed the Emperor of Nighmar, and all his Imperial Guards and all his Legions could not save him." 
"Hardly," said Morgant. "The Emperor killed himself. The old fool was drunk when I broke into his chamber. I merely told him that his enemies had come to kill him, and he fled out the window to escape. Of course, in his haste he forgot that the window was two hundred feet above the ground." 
"Regardless," said Carzim. "The Empire of Nighmar has placed a vast bounty upon your head. Whoever lays your head before the Emperor's throne shall receive gold, estates, and titles."
"Ah," said Morgant. "And so, you've come to collect my head. If you think yourself capable of taking it."
Carzim laughed and lifted his weapons. The scimitar gleamed in the moonlight, and Morgant saw that it had been forged from red steel, giving it the appearance of a bloody talon. "Of course I am capable of taking it, old man! Do you know who I am?"
"You are Red Carzim," said Morgant. "The man who killed the Emir of Al-Hardai and the Lord Governor of Cyrica. I heard you killed the Emir's children in front of him, so their suffering would be the last thing he saw."
"Yes," said Carzim, his voice a purr. "You disapprove? Imagine what I'll do to you. Put down your weapons, and I'll make it quick." 
"You are young, and a fool," said Morgant. "And I've grown soft in my old age. So I shall give you this one chance. Leave, and I shall spare your life." 
Carzim laughed. "Leave? When your head will bring me wealth and power? I think not. You shall die at my hand, and I will be Lord Carzim of the Nighmarian Empire...and from there, who knows?"
"Who knows, indeed?" said Morgant. "You would do quite well as a lord. Politics is only murder on a larger scale, after all."
"Indeed," said Carzim. "And let's start right now."
He came at Morgant in a blur. The crimson scimitar whirled for Morgant's head, while the dagger slashed at his belly. Morgant caught the attacks on his weapons, beating them aside. Carzim kept coming, his blades weaving a dizzying net of slashes and thrusts. Morgant gave ground, backing towards the ladder, blocking, dodging, and parrying Carzim's storm of steel. 
They broke apart, Morgant breathing hard, Carzim spinning his scimitar in slow, lazy circles.
"Not bad," said Carzim, "for an old man."
Morgant snorted. "I killed my first man before your father ever lusted after your mother."
"Yes," said Carzim. "And it shows." 
"It's still not too late to walk away," said Morgant.
Carzim laughed. "Perhaps I'll make you say that, over and over, as I cut off your fingers one by one."
"No," said Morgant, raising his own weapons. "You won't."
Carzim hesitated, and Morgant saw the tiniest hint of doubt on his face. Then his expression hardened, and he came at Morgant again, scimitar a crimson blur. Morgant caught the descending blade on his sword, twisted, and brought his black dagger angling for Carzim's gut. The younger man jerked aside, the edge of the black blade scraping against leather armor. Carzim rolled his wrist and thrust, and the curved blade of his scimitar reached for Morgant's throat. 
But Morgant saw it coming. He had picked up his first sword forty years ago, as a child of eight, and he had used one every day since and he had seen that trick before. He whipped his sword sideways, knocking the scimitar aside, and struck with his dagger. Carzim jerked away, avoiding the killing stroke, but a thin line of crimson showed on his left forearm. 
Carzim backed away, blades raised to block.
"First blood," murmured Morgant. "Well. You are Red Carzim. It is only appropriate, I suppose." 
First, he knew, but not the last. He had taken Carzim's measure, and Morgant had the greater skill. But Carzim was twenty years younger. He was stronger and faster, and undoubtedly had more endurance. Already Morgant's breath came hard and fast. 
"It's not the first blood that matters," said Carzim, circling to Morgant's left, "but the last."
If Morgant was going to win this fight, he had to do so immediately.
Of course, he had a trick or two up his sleeve yet.
"Then perhaps you should take it," said Morgant. 
"Gladly," said Carzim, and attacked. 
Again steel clashed, red scimitar striking against black dagger. Carzim worked both of his weapons in deadly harmony, swings flowing into thrusts and back again. Morgant retreated until he came to the trapdoor and ladder leading into the interior of the house. 
Then he jumped backwards. 
His cloak snapped around him, and he landed in the upstairs hallway, his legs collapsing beneath him. Morgant surged to his feet, ignoring the ache in his knees, and looked up the ladder. Carzim glared down at him, weapons angled for a stab.
Morgant smirked, and beckoned. 
Carzim reacted as Morgant expected. The younger assassin reached into his belt, drew out a throwing knife, and flung it. Morgant dodged to the side, which gave Carzim more than enough time to jump down the ladder. Morgant lunged forward, his sword and dagger closing like a pincer, and he almost had Carzim. But once again, the younger man's superior speed saved him. His scimitar slapped out, beating aside the black dagger, and he twisted sideways far enough for Morgant's sword to dig a chunk of plaster out of the wall. 
Carzim whirled, recovered his balance, and brought both his blades down in a chop for Morgant's back. Morgant ducked the dagger and parried the scimitar, and found himself retreating again in the face of Carzim's furious offense. Finally Morgant backed to the stairs, his hips bumping against the banister. Again he ducked, and he seized the railing, vaulted over it, and dropped into his workshop, black cloak flaring around him. 
Carzim halted at the top of the stairs, staring down at him. He did not look tired. He wasn't even breathing very hard.
"I know why you're so confident, old man," said Carzim, smirking.
"Oh?" said Morgant. 
"The wine," said Carzim. "You dosed it. With grayjuice, I believe. Nasty poison. And it only activates when the victim's heart speeds up for an extended period of time." He grinned. "Like during a fight, perhaps?"
Morgant said nothing.
"That was clever, drinking the wine yourself," said Carzim. "You must have given yourself the antidote the minute I left. Of course, I recognized the taste of grayjuice at once. I've used it myself, several times. So I took the antidote as soon as I left. I assume you took it, as well?"
Still Morgant said nothing.
"Ah," said Carzim, smiling as he walked down the stairs. "So that was your plan, was it? Let me take the poison, lure me into a fight, and draw it out until the poison took effect and I dropped dead? Such a very good plan. So subtle, so clever, so like Morgant the Razor. Except your time is finished, old man. You were the best assassin in the city - but I shall be a lord of the Nighmarian Empire." 
Morgant backed towards the courtyard door. "Then if my head will bring you such riches, perhaps you should stop talking and take it already."
Carzim grinned. "Gladly." 
The younger man came forward in a rush, slashing and stabbing. Morgant blocked and parried, dodged and weaved, sweat trickling down his face. Carzim left him no opening, no opportunity to launch a counterattack. Morgant retreated into the courtyard. The moon shone overhead, the bloodfruit trees throwing tangled shadows over the fountain. Soon Carzim would drive Morgant against the courtyard wall, or one of the trees. 
And it would be over. 
Morgant broke free and circled towards one of the trees, weapons held before him. 
"Lie down already," said Carzim, laughing. "You're only delaying the inevitable. Lie down, and I'll kill you without pain." He laughed again. "Well, without much pain."
Morgant reached up and plucked a ripe bloodfruit from a branch. It felt heavy and soft in his hand, the juices threatening to burst between his fingers. 
He made very sure not to squeeze too hard. 
"A last meal?" said Carzim. "Why not? Bloodfruit is certainly sweet. Why should your last..."
"You know," said Morgant, "you talk too much."
He hurled the bloodfruit at Carzim's face. 
Carzim responded on reflex, his scimitar snapping up to block the missile. It exploded in a crimson spray, spattering pulp all over his face and neck. Carzim staggered back a step, blinking, and scowled.
"Throwing fruit?" he said. He wiped some of the pulp from his eyes and licked his fingers. "How pathetic. The great Morgant the Razor, the man who killed the Emperor of Nighmar, reduced to throwing fruit like an old woman in the market." The juice glittered on the blade of his scimitar like blood. "I'm doing you a favor, putting you out of your misery." 
He took a step forward, breathing hard, raising his blades for the final blow.
Morgant did not move. 
Carzim grimaced, his breath coming faster. He blinked, wobbled for a moment. Then he fell to one knee. His breathing became raspy, harsh. His eyes bulged, and his face turned an alarming shade of red. 
"An interesting thing," said Morgant, "about the antidote to grayjuice. It stays in the bloodstream for almost a week. It's perfectly harmless - unless one happens to consume even a single drop of a freshly cut bloodfruit. Which is likewise perfectly harmless, and also rather pleasant...unless one happens to have ingested the antidote to grayjuice within the last few days. Then it causes the throat to close up." He smiled. "A cruel way to die, isn't it?"
Carzim clawed at his throat. 
"You young fools," said Morgant, shaking his head. "So obsessed with blades. You forget that there are many ways to kill a man."
Carzim threw himself at Morgant, landed on his hands and knees. To his credit, he raked a shaking hand across his face, tried to fling some of the remaining pulp at Morgant. He came nowhere close, but Morgant held his cloak over his nose and mouth, just in case. 
He hadn't lived this long by taking stupid chances. 
So he stood and watched as Carzim's purple face turned black, watched as the shaking limbs slowed and finally stopped.
It was, indeed, a cruel way to die. 
Morgant titled his head. There was something striking about how Carzim's corpse lay in the moonlight, weapons lying discarded at his side, one hand at his throat, the other flung in Morgant's direction.
It was almost...artistic.
Morgant walked to his workshop, retrieved some paper and charcoal.
He returned to the courtyard, sat down upon the fountain's edge, and began to sketch.
 
###
 
Morgant kept his promise to Carzim. 
The painting, which Markaine of Caer Marist called "The Dying Assassin", sold for an enormous price, and anyone who saw it stopped and gazed in horrified fascination at the dying man's face, wondering what terrible thoughts had gone through his mind in the final seconds of his life.
THE END
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GHOST IN THE COWL Chapter 1 - Istarinmul
Two weeks after she lost everything, Caina Amalas stood on the ship’s deck and threw knives at the mast.

It was a way to pass the time and keep herself from thinking too much. To distract herself from the memories that flooded her mind if she was idle for too long. Sometimes she locked herself in her cabin for hours and performed the exercises of open-handed combat she had learned at the Vineyard long ago, working through the unarmed forms over and over again until every muscle in her body throbbed and spots danced before her eyes. 
But if she stayed alone too long, her thoughts went to the dark places. To New Kyre and the blaze of golden fire above the Pyramid of Storm. To Sicarion laughing as he drove his dagger into the back of the man who had raised Caina. To the Moroaica, weeping as the white fire blazed behind her.
To Corvalis, lying dead upon the ground of the netherworld.
And when her thoughts went there, Caina found herself gazing at the veins in her arm, thinking of the knives she carried. 
She retained enough of her right mind to realize that she was not thinking clearly, that her mood was dangerous. 
So when that mood came, she went to the deck and threw knives at the mast.
At first the sailors were alarmed, but they soon grew accustomed to it. They had been told that she was a mercenary named Marius, a courier for the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, delivering contracts now that trade between Istarinmul and the Empire had opened up again. An important passenger could be forgiven an eccentricity or two. 
That, and she never missed the mast. 
Soon the sailors ignored her, even without Captain Qalim’s orders. Caina suspected that the sailors would have reacted rather differently if they knew that beneath the disguise “Marius” was actually a twenty-two year old woman, but she did not care.
She could not bring herself to care about very much. 
So she threw knives at the mast, the blades sinking into the wood. Compensating for the motion of the waves and the wind kept her mind busy. Pulling the knives out of the mast and sharpening the blades anew kept her hands occupied. 
The sailors ignored her, but Caina nonetheless attracted an audience.
When the Emperor had sent her on a ship from New Kyre’s harbor, she had expected to share the vessel with cargo. Kyracian olive oil, most likely, or perhaps Anshani silk. The Starfall Straits had been closed to trade for nearly a year, and cargoes had piled up in New Kyre’s warehouses.
She had not, however, expected to share the ship with a circus.
More specifically, Master Cronmer’s Traveling Circus Of Wonders And Marvels. 
Caina flung another knife, the blade sinking into the mast, and Master Cronmer himself approached.
Cronmer was huge, nearly seven feet tall, with the shoulders and chest of a titan. He was bald, with a graying mustache cut in Caerish style, and wore a brilliant red coat. She saw the dust on his sleeves, and knew he had eaten bread and cheese for breakfast, along with the vile mixed wine the ship carried.
“Master Marius,” boomed Cronmer in the Caerish tongue. “You should come work for me.” 
Caina shook her head. “I am already employed.” She made sure to keep her Caerish accent in place, her voice gruff and raspy, as Theodosia had taught her to do. 
“Bah,” said Cronmer. “Fetching papers for those dusty old merchants? You should join my Circus. We’ll use your talent to create a stupendous knife-throwing show, my boy.” He grinned behind his bushy mustache. “Aye, you’ll throw knives at some lusty Istarish lass, your blades will land a half-inch from her skin, and she’ll melt into your arms in the end…”
“Working for the Collegium,” said Caina, “pays better.”
Spending the voyage throwing knives at the mast and brooding had likely been a poor idea. A spy needed to remain inconspicuous, and Caina had not bothered to do so. If she was to rebuild the Ghost circle of Istarinmul, she would have to take greater care. 
But she could not bring herself to give a damn. 
“Mere money,” said Cronmer, striking a pose. “What is that compared to the roar of the crowd, of a woman in your arms, of…”
“Cronmer,” said a woman with a heavy Istarish accent. Cronmer’s wife, a short Istarish woman named Tiri, hurried to his side. She looked tiny next to her massive husband, and they bickered constantly, but they had been married for twenty years and had six children. “Leave the poor man alone. The life of the circus is not for everyone.” 
Cronmer rumbled. “But the Traveling Circus Of Wonders And…”
“Can’t you see?” whispered Tiri into Cronmer’s ear. Caina heard her anyway. “Can you not see that he has lost someone? Likely when the golden dead rose. Do not pester him.”
Caina wondered how Tiri had figured that out. On the other hand, Caina had spent the last two weeks throwing knives into the mast and staring into nothing. It was hardly a mystery.
“Yes, well,” said Cronmer, a hint of chagrin on his face. “If you ever get tired of working for fat old merchants, Master Marius, come see me. The Circus shall be at the Inn of the Crescent Moon for the next week, and then we shall perform before Master Ulvan of the Brotherhood of Slavers.”
Caina had no wish to visit the home of an Istarish slave trader, but it caught her curiosity. “What does a slaver want with a circus?”
“A celebration,” said Tiri. “He has been elevated to a Master of the Brotherhood, endowed with his own cowl and brand. Traditionally the newly-elevated Masters throw lavish celebrations, and he has hired the Circus for that purpose.”
“Just as well,” said Cronmer. “The Kyracian nobles were humorless folk. Too enamored of their own traditions to enjoy the Circus. Well, Master Marius, if you change your mind, the Inn of the Crescent Moon is in the Cyrican Quarter.” 
Caina nodded, barely hearing him. 
“We had best gather the others, husband,” said Tiri, “for we shall put in before noon.”
Caina blinked and looked over the ship’s rail.
Istarinmul rose before her.
She yanked the knives from the mast, returned them to her belt, and walked to the prow. 
The city was huge, larger than New Kyre and almost as large as Malarae itself. The Padishah’s capital occupied a jut of land that almost reached the southern end of the Argamaz Desert. The resultant Starfall Straits gave the Padishah his power.  The domains of Istarinmul were far smaller than the Empire of Nighmar or the vast lands ruled by the Shahenshah of Anshan. Yet the Padishah of Istarinmul could close the Starfall Straits, blocking off traffic from the Cyrican Sea and the Alqaarin Sea, and halt the world’s commerce. Kyracian merchants visited every port in the world, but Istarinmul could close half the world’s ports to the other half. 
And ships from Istarinmul ranged across the seas, buying and selling slaves.
Even through her apathy, Caina felt a twinge of anger at that. 
But for now Caina gazed at Istarinmul. The city gleamed white from walls whitewashed to reflect the hot sun of the southern lands. In the city’s core rose a massive palace of brilliant white marble, its domes and towers sheathed in gleaming gold. The Golden Palace, where the Padishah sat and governed Istarinmul with his nobles and magistrates. It faced another, slightly larger palace, a towering edifice of white stone and domed towers, gleaming crystals lining its roofs. It was the College, where Istarinmul’s Alchemists carried out their secret studies. 
It was a beautiful building, and the crystals lining the towers gave off a brilliant gleam in the sunlight.
Caina’s knowledge that the Alchemists transmuted their foes into crystalline statues to forever adorn the walls of the College rather ruined its beauty. 
Cronmer stomped away, shouting commands to his performers. Captain Qalim, a tall man of Anshani birth, spoke to his first mate, who bawled curses and threats as the ship turned toward Istarinmul’s western harbor. Tiri lingered for a moment, gazing at Caina. 
“What is it?” said Caina. “Do you think to recruit me, too?”
Tiri shook her head. “No. It is just…have you ever been to Istarinmul before?”
“I have not,” said Caina. 
“Then be careful,” said Tiri. “You are an able-bodied young man, but Istarinmul is a dangerous place for the unwary. If you offend the Alchemists or the emirs, they will kill you. You are Caerish, yes?” Caina nodded. “An emir or an Alchemist can kill a foreigner, and the hakims and the wazirs – ah, the magistrates, they are called in the Empire – would not blink an eye. And do not go alone into strange neighborhoods. The Collectors of the Slavers’ Brotherhood are everywhere, and they often kidnap foreigners and forge the papers of servitude. If you are not careful, you might end up in the mines or pulling oars upon one of the Padishah’s galleys. And the Teskilati, the secret police, have eyes and ears everywhere. If they think you are a spy for the Emperor, they will make you disappear.” 
Caina felt a twinge of annoyance, but pushed it aside. Tiri was only trying to warn her. And Istarinmul was a very dangerous place. 
“I will take care,” said Caina. “The Collegium has rented a room for me, and I have no intention of going out after dark or alone anywhere. The sooner I am gone from Istarinmul, the better.” That was a lie, but there was no need to burden Tiri with the truth.
“May the Living Flame watch over you,” said Tiri. She hesitated. “And those you have lost.”
The pain rolled through Caina, hot and sharp.
“Thank you,” she said, and Tiri joined her husband. 
Caina watched as the ship moved closer to the quays in the crowded harbor. The districts near the docks and the seawall did not look nearly as opulent as the neighborhoods near the Golden Palace and the College. The western harbor smelled as harbors did the world over, of salt and rotting fish and exotic cargo. Yet the harbor of Istarinmul had an extra odor, the vile smell of men lying in their own filth for days on end.
The smell of the slave ships. 
An Istarish war galley guarded the harbor’s entrance. Banks of oars jutted into the water, and armed Istarish soldiers in their spiked helms and chain mail stood ready with crossbows. A strange metal device jutted from the ship’s flank, a steel spout wrought in the shape of a snarling lion, connected to an apparatus of pumps and tubes.
A spigot for Hellfire.
Caina had read of the strange elixir the Alchemists of Istarinmul brewed in secret, the potion that once set ablaze could not be quenched by water. The Master Alchemist Callatas had devised the formula centuries past, and one ship equipped with a Hellfire spigot could turn an entire fleet into an inferno. The Kyracians had tried to conquer Istarinmul once, centuries ago, and the Alchemists had turned their fleet to ashes. Istarinmul stood between the Empire and Anshan, yet Hellfire insured that the Padishah’s capital had never fallen its stronger neighbors. 
And fed the rumors that the Master Alchemists ruled Istarinmul in truth, with the Padishah as their puppet. 
But the galleys remained motionless, and Captain Qalim’s ship docked at a stone quay. 
Caina went to her cabin, retrieved her heavy pack, and set foot in Istarinmul for the first time. 
The docks were chaos, but ordered chaos. Rows upon rows of stone quays lined the harbor, lined with ships loading and unloading goods. Everywhere Caina saw carts rumbling back and forth, saw heaped crates and barrels. Men in gray tunics labored to move barrels and crates, and she realized they were slaves, likely owned by whatever magistrate oversaw the harbor. 
She saw hundreds of the slave porters. Thousands of them.
So many slaves.
The anger burned through her again, struggling against her apathy. For a moment Caina stood motionless, caught in the grip of rage and pain. She had lost the man she loved, she had lost her teacher, and she had been banished from her home. Now she was in this miserable city built upon the backs of suffering slaves, and there was nothing she could do for them. She had been sent to rebuild Istarinmul’s Ghost circle, the eyes and ears of the Emperor in the city, but what use would that be? 
Gods, what use would any of it be?
For a moment Caina thought of veins, the weight of the throwing knives in her belt…
No.
She started forward, walking further into Istarinmul’s docks. 
She wore a man’s clothing, boots, trousers, and a heavy leather jerkin, sword and dagger at her belt, her pack slung over her shoulders. Her hope was that the disguise would let her pass unnoticed, but she saw that was a false hope.
The beggars saw to that.
Hundreds of them lined the street. Some were missing arms and legs, veterans of the fighting in the Argamaz Desert. Some had the look of peasants driven from their lands to seek their fortunes in the city. Others were old, their faces marked with brands. Slaves who had grown too old to work, put out by their masters to die in the streets. She wanted to help them, but she dared not. If she gave a beggar a single coin, the rest would swarm her, and she might well be robbed and killed.
So she kept walking, trying to ignore their pleas. Fortunately, there was a great deal of traffic upon the street, and she was just one more face in the crowd, another ragged Caerish mercenary dusty from travel.
And then she felt the faint tingle of sorcery.
Caina stopped, surprised. A cart nearly ran her over, and she sidestepped, ignoring the driver’s outraged curses. At the age of eleven, half her life ago, a necromancer had murdered Caina’s father and wounded her with sorcery. Ever since then, Caina had been able to sense the presence and intensity of arcane forces.
And she felt sorcerous power now. Faint, but it was there.
She turned, and saw one of the beggars staring at her.
He was an old man of Istarish birth, his hair white and wispy, his bronze-colored skin scored with a thousand lines. A steady tremor went through his limbs, and the muscles of his neck twitched and danced. He looked sick, and Caina doubted the poor man would last another week.
Yet the faint aura of sorcery came from him.
And his eyes were…wrong.
They were blue. Most men of Anshani and Istarish descent had brown or black eyes, but there were always exceptions. Yet this man’s eyes were a pale, ghostly, blue. The color of flames licking at the bottom of an iron pan. 
No one had eyes that color.
The old beggar looked at Caina, his eyes widening.
“Who are you?” said Caina in Istarish, remembering to keep her Caerish accent in place.
“Wraithblood,” he whispered.
“Wraithblood,” said Caina. “That is your name?”
“Wraithblood,” said the old man. “Coins. Give me coins. I will buy the black blood again. And then I shall see my wife and sons and my daughters. They all died so long ago. I can…I can tell them I am sorry. I can…coins.” He raised his wasted hands, as if to paw at Caina’s legs, but they dropped into his lap. “Coins. I will buy wraithblood. Buy the black blood.” 
“What happened to you?” said Caina. 
“I…I do not remember,” said the old beggar. “The blood…the blood takes away the pain. I…I think…”
His strange eyes grew huge, and he shied against the wall.
“I can see you,” he whispered. 
“Of course you can,” said Caina. “I am right here.”
“The shadows,” said the beggar. “I can…I can see all the shadows. So many shadows! They are following you! All the shadows!” He began to weep. “Don’t let them hurt me, please, don’t let them…”
“I won’t hurt you,” said Caina. “I…”
“Here, now,” said a gruff voice. “What is this? Begging is illegal.”
Caina turned, and saw a stout man approaching. He was about twenty-five, and unlike the slaves and the beggars, he looked well-fed. He wore gleaming chain mail beneath a jerkin of black leather, and a scimitar rested at his belt. A steel badge pinned to his jerkin showed a hand holding a coiled, thorn-studded whip.
The sigil of the Slavers’ Brotherhood of Istarinmul. 
This man was a Collector, one of the Brotherhood’s lowest ranks, a hunter who ranged about seeking new slaves for the Brotherhood’s markets.
Or one who kidnapped solitary foreigners from the docks.
Such as Caina. 
“His eyes,” said Caina.
“Eh?” said the Collector, surprised. “What about them?”
“Is he sick?” said Caina. 
“What?” said the Collector. “No, he’s addicted to wraithblood.”
“What is wraithblood?” said Caina, watching for the Collector’s associates. 
“A drug,” said the Collector. “The poor and other such vermin prefer it. Apparently it gives visions of dead loved ones and other such rot. Eventually it drives its users insane and turns their eyes blue.” He swept a thick arm over the street. “You’ll see hundreds of them here. The Padishah ought to have them killed and spare honest men the stench.”
“Indeed,” said Caina. The Collector was looking at her with barely concealed greed. A plan, hard and cold, came together in her mind. “Which way to the Cyrican Quarter? I’ve messages to deliver.”
“Why, right that way,” said the Collector. “Head up the street with the warehouses and take a right turn at the public fountain. You will come to the Cyrican Bazaar shortly.”
In between her frenetic exercise sessions and throwing knives at the mast, Caina had taken the time to memorize a map of Istarinmul. The Collector’s directions were wrong.
Likely leading her into a trap.
“Thank you,” said Caina, and she left without another word. 
She counted to twenty, and then glanced over her shoulder to see the Collector hastening away, no doubt to warn his friends. 
The old beggar stared at her, his strange eyes full of terror. 
Caina looked over the other beggars and saw many like the old man, their eyes transformed to that pale blue color. 
And from every one of them she felt the faint hint of a sorcerous aura.
Strange. Very strange. But Caina had more immediate concerns at the moment.
She turned the corner and walked down the street lined with warehouses. It was deserted at the moment. 
The perfect place to make a foreigner disappear into a slaver’s inventory.
Caina considered for a moment, then went to one of the warehouses. The masonry was rough, and she found ample handholds and footholds. A moment later she climbed to the roof, and jumped from warehouse to warehouse, taking care to avoid the skylights.
No one ever looked up. 
She jumped to the last warehouse, dropped down, and crawled to the edge of the roof. The street ended in a square surrounded by three towering, rickety tenements of whitewashed brick. A small fountain occupied the center of the square, and the place looked deserted.
Save for the four men in black leather jerkins waiting there. One of them carried a net, and another a set of iron shackles. Their plans for Caina were clear enough. Likely they planned to sell her to the mines, or perhaps to the fighting pits.
She felt a flicker of grim amusement as she imagined their reaction once they learned they had kidnapped a woman. Caina was not unattractive, and she knew how to dress and carry herself to appear pleasing to the eyes of men, but the massive scar across her belly would keep them from selling her to some nobleman’s harem. Likely they would sell her as a kitchen drudge or a domestic servant, and such slaves commanded far lower prices than strong backs for the mines. 
Well, she would inflict far more serious disappointments upon them before the day was done.
Caina crawled back along the roof and peered through one of the skylights. The warehouse below was deserted, and stored massive heaps of bulging sacks, lashed in place by rope nets. After a moment’s examination, Caina realized that the sacks held rice. The plantations of Istarinmul grew coffee and fruit and olives and many other things, but the Istarish themselves ate a great deal of rice.
Enough rice to pile it in sacks twenty feet high.
Caina dropped through the skylight and landed on one of the piles, a puff of dust rising from her boots. She scrambled down the net to the floor, and examined the knots for a moment. Then she drew her short sword and went to work, cutting ropes here and there. She stepped back, nodded in satisfaction, and after a moment’s thought hid her heavy pack behind another one of the piles.
She was going to have to run very quickly, and she did not want it slowing her down.
Then she went out the front door, making sure to leave it open behind her. 
Caina walked the remainder of the street and into the square. She ought to feel frightened, she knew, but she felt nothing but an icy indifference. Though she did feel anger. 
Quite a lot of it, now that she thought about it.
She took on more step into the square as the Collectors moved toward her.
“Welcome,” said the Collector she had spoken with earlier, smiling as he raised a club. “You’re going to come with us. Put down your weapons and come quietly. If not, well…you’ll fetch just as high of a price with a few bruises.” 
Caina made an expression of terror come over her face, and then spun and ran for the rice warehouse.
“Take him!” roared the lead Collector, and the men sprang after her.
They were fast. Which made sense, since they kidnapped people for a living. Caina head the crack of leather as two of the Collectors unfurled whips, no doubt to entangle her legs and pull her down. 
But she had a head start, and she dashed back into the warehouse. 
And as she did, she yanked a dagger from its sheath and slashed through the remaining rope holding the massive stack of rice sacks in place.
The Collectors ran through the door after her.
“You’re just making it harder on yourself,” said the leader, grinning. “I am going to…”
Right about then the twenty-foot stack of sacks collapsed, and two or three tons of dry rice fell upon the Collectors. 
The sheer force of the impact drove one man to the ground with such force that his head cracked against the hard floor. The other three men disappeared as dozens of forty-pound rice sacks fell upon them with bone-cracking force. Caina heard limbs snap, heard the Collectors scream. One man clawed his way free, and Caina cut his throat before he regained his feet. Another was trapped beneath three sacks, screaming in pain, and Caina put him out of his misery.
The lead Collector staggered to his feet, his left arm hanging at an odd angle. He turned towards Caina with a furious curse, but she seized his left arm and twisted. The Collector fell with a scream of agony, and she kicked him in the gut and sent him sprawling. He tried to stand, but she put her boot on his broken arm and he went rigid.
“Who are you?” whispered the Collector.
“Why did you try to take me?” said Caina.
“The…the Brotherhood,” said the Collector, “they’re buying slaves right and left.” His words tumbled out in a terrified rush. “It…it ought to flood the market, but the prices keep going up and up. I’ve never seen anything like it. It…it wasn’t personal, I just need the money…”
She looked into his eyes and saw the fear there. And for some reason she remembered the final words of Horemb the scribe before he passed to the next world, the words he had claimed would one day aid her.
“The star is the key to the crystal,” she said. “Do you know what that means?” 
“I…I don’t know, I swear,” said the Collector. “A poem? I don’t know. Let me go. I’ll do whatever you want. What do you want?”
The question cut into her like a knife.
She remembered Corvalis, remembered his strong arms around her. His dark wit, and the way his green eyes flashed when he found something funny. The aplomb with which he had masqueraded as Anton Kularus, merchant of coffee. His mouth against hers, his body against hers…
She did not know what might have passed over her expression, but dread flooded the Collector’s face.
“I want Corvalis back,” she told him, “but I will settle for one less slave trader in the world.”
He started to scream, but her dagger cut the cry short.
Caina cleaned her weapons and her hands and stepped over the mess to the door. Whoever found the dead Collectors would likely assume they had fallen to fighting and accidentally knocked over the sacks. So long as Caina departed quickly, she need not worry about vengeance from the Brotherhood or the dead men’s families. 
Odd, that. She had just killed four men…and she felt nothing at all. Once she would have felt guilty over it. But now, it seemed, she felt nothing but grief. 
And rage.
Still, the Collectors had deserved it. How many innocent men and women and children had they sold into slavery? 
Again Caina felt the overwhelming sense of futility, but shoved it aside with some effort. 
She left the warehouse, made sure she was unobserved, and set off for the Cyrican Quarter and the House of Agabyzus.
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