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Overture

Some years ago, I wrote a quadrology of books that came to be named the Quarters Series. Mostly because I'm bad at titles and terrible at series titles.

	The books are Sing the Four Quarters, Fifth Quarter, No Quarter, and The Quartered Sea.  They're now all available as ebooks and you can find the covers and the cover copy at the end of this collection.  The books are based around the Bards of Shkoder who Sing the four elemental kigh – earth, air, fire, and water – and who act not only as entertainment but as the lines of communication that keep the country together.  Most bards Sing one or two quarters, a few Sing three, and a very few Sing all four.  The Bardic Captain is always chosen from the bards who Sing all four quarters.

	As with all my created world fantasies, I began my worldbuilding with geography. Geography determines not only what crops can be grown and what animals can be raised, but what trade goods exist and how easy or difficult it is for trade to happen.  Shkoder is far enough north to have four seasons, and often a long and difficult winter.  Essentially Southern Ontario weather. It's surrounded by mountains because I needed a somewhat isolated country that would be more trouble than it was worth for larger countries to try and conquer – geography influencing politics. Rivers are important, because rivers are sources of both potable water and fast transportation. Humans build along rivers.

	Next, I decided on a tech level. In this case, early Tudor. Ish.

	Religion? Faith of some kind has been tremendously important throughout human history. That said, there are no gods, as such, in Shkoder. They believe in the interconnection of all things, everything contained in the Circle. They have temples, circular temples of course, and priests.  The bards, who Sing services in the temples if they're around, often act as lay priests while out Walking.

	Walking specifically refers to the planned journeys the bards take around the kingdom and here we are back to geography. What are the building materials of the houses they visit? How do the people make a living? What kind of trees? Of wildlife? 

	As well as musical ability, the bards have perfect recall and often stand as witnesses in civil cases.  Most can Charm and Command and Sing their enemies to sleep – although there are strict rules concerning all three abilities.  The Bardic Hall likes to think that Bardic Training weeds out any possibility of a bard abusing their power.

	South of Shkoder is the Havakeen Empire.  Shkoder is a small country above a large and expanding one – which also gives the books a Canadian feel.  (Although I realized that after the fact.) We may be geographically large, but there's not that many of us. 

	North of Shkoder is a lot of bad weather.

	West is Cemandia, who fear the kigh and hate the bards who Sing them. I'm assuming a member of the royal family with talent and no training and who was terrified of what they could do created the situation, but I haven't really explored the details.

	East of Shkoder is an ocean.  Far east is.... well, that would be The Quartered Sea.

	The three stories in this collection can be enjoyed without knowing any of this.  

 	I also believe they can be read without having read any of the books, but as I carry the books in my head, I can't know this for sure.  Say.... with ninety percent certainty and those aren't bad odds. Of course, the stories will be more textured if you read the books first, but there's nothing wrong with texture applied after the fact.

Think of this collection as a sampler. An appetizer. A medley...


In the second book of the Quarter's series, Fifth Quarter, the story leaves Shkoder and heads south into the Havakeen Empire where we meet Vree and Bannon, sister and brother assassins, the deadliest blades of Jiir in the Seven Armies and two of the most fascinating characters to write I've ever created, their worldview and relationship skewed by their training.

When asked to write a story for Assassin Fantastic, I knew I'd be writing about Vree and Bannon. After all, they had a history before Fifth Quarter. A history where they're the best and the brightest. 

And, just maybe, the gods are on their side. 

Death Rites

As the sun rose and the Seventh Army rose with it, the assassin's body appeared, lifted up over the top of the fortress wall by unseen hands.

"Marshal Arnon!"

Holding his kilt, the marshal stepped out of his tent in time to hear the soft melon crack of the assassin's head hitting stone as the body reached the end of its arc. "Sound carries in these hills," he said thoughtfully threading straps through buckles and cinching them tight. Kilt secured, he glanced up first at the wall and then at the senior of the two soldiers on guard. "Was that what you wanted me to see?"

"Yes, sir."

The marshal nodded and turned on one bare heel back toward the tent. "Tell Commander Zayit I want to see her immediately. You have my permission to leave your post."

*

"Sir, if Orban is dead..."

Marshal Arnon glanced up from his breakfast. "I think we can safely say that Orban is dead, Commander."

"Yes, sir. Orban's death following Visolela's and Ganit's leaves the Seventh Army with only two assassins. Both are very young and wouldn't stand a chance against Commander Jolan. Ex-Commander Jolan," she corrected hurriedly as the marshal's expression darkened.

"Especially as Jolan has already dealt with Orban, Visolela and Ganit?"

Commander Zayit winced at the question clearly not intended to be answered. The failure of the three assassins was, in a sense, the marshal's failure and he wasn't the sort of man who'd appreciate the reminder. 

They'd effortlessly regained the three villages that had fallen under the ex-commander's control but First and Second Divisions together had not yet been able to come up with a way to pry her out of her hilltop fortress – which wasn't surprising since the place had falling to Imperial expansion originally by betrayal from within. All three dead assassins had manage to get inside the walls, but with Jolan expecting them...

A coin hit the table in front of her. Startled, she looked up to see the marshal's amber eyes locked on her face.

"Crescent for your thoughts, Commander?"

"I was just thinking about the situation, sir."

"Yes, the situation." His lip curled. "It's beginning to look as though a siege is my only choice. So much for a quick and glorious end to Jolan's treason."

"Yes, sir." A siege had been his only choice from the moment he'd allowed the ex-commander's small army to reach the hill fort. Too bad it had taken the lives of so many good soldiers to prove it to him.

"You're thinking again. How long was the siege in '64?" he continued before she could work out the response he required.

Zayit waited until he finished wiping his face with a damp cloth and said, "Almost two years, sir."

"Seventeen years ago." He indicated to his body servant that the table could be cleared. "And Jolan was there."

"Yes, sir."

"How long do you think she was planning this... rebellion."

Probably from the moment some pissant third cousin of the Emperor was promoted over officers who actually knew what they were doing. "I don't know, sir."

"No. Of course not."

Zayit stepped out of the way as Arnon stood and strode purposefully from his tent, falling into step behind his left shoulder as he passed. When he stopped at his customary place and stared toward the fortress, she wondered if he was thinking about the men and women who, by his command, had charged the narrow approach and died. Not once, but twice.

"I think we can safely say she's stocked up on arrows, rocks, and oil," had been the marshal's only comment at the time.

His tent should have been in the center of the encampment but he'd ordered it placed so Jolan could see him from the walls. 

"I want her to know I'm here."

"I doubt she cares," Commander Baird had muttered a little too loudly and now Zayit was the only senior officer the marshal saw. 

"The raven's back, sir."

"Are you certain it's the same bird, Commander?"

She was actually. Something set this raven apart. It was larger than most and it had a way of staring into the camp that lifted all the hair on the back of her neck. Today, it had drifted silently down to land beside the crumpled black figure outside the fortress walls. "Yes sir. I'm certain."

Then a second raven landed like a shadow beside the first.

"It seems to have found a companion."

"Yes, sir. Shall I send a squad out to collect the body?"

"No. Let him lie, as Visolela and Ganit lie."

"Sir, Visolela and Ganit went off the cliff. Orban is on the road."

"I see where the body is, Commander. Why do think Jolan had it thrown onto the road? Precisely so we would send a squad to reclaim it." He squared broad shoulders and folded his arms. "But I give the orders here, not her." 

Zayit couldn't see his face but she could hear the edged smile in his voice. Her right hand clutched at the silver and onyx ring she wore on the smallest finger of her left hand. The ring, given to officers with their commission, marked her as priest of Jiir, Goddess of Battles. The marshal's ring held a ruby, the color of fresh blood. As he commanded the Seventh Army, he was high-priest of its goddess as well. He'd accepted the position as his due and had performed the necessary rituals as though they were about him, not Jiir..

To challenge his orders would be to challenge his authority as a marshal of the Seven Armies and destroy her career.

At least five soldiers – as well as the two on guard – were close enough to have overheard. By mid-day, everyone would know Marshal Arnon had refused rites to one of the dead.

"Sir, we weren't able to do the rites for the others, but Orban..."

"Will have to do without them as well. I have brought two divisions here for Jolan, burned a village, and lost three assassins. Now, I will have to maintain a division at her feet indefinitely. I think she has dictated quite enough." He nodded toward the road. "Besides, Jiir has sent her ravens. I'd say it was Visolela and Ganit come for their friend, but assassins have no friends even among themselves. Have a courier prepare and I'll send my decision to the Capital this morning."

Eyes locked on the ravens, Zayit started. "Your decision sir?"

"About the siege, Commander." Turning, he smiled down on her. "I doubt the Emperor, my cousin, needs to be kept abreast of carrion."

"Yes, sir." She remained where she was until she heard the tent flap fall, and then she stayed a moment longer as the senior of the soldiers standing guard murmured, "Why aren't the ravens feeding?"

They were standing, one at each end of the body, looking toward the camp.

***

The marshal of the Seventh Army was the Emperor's cousin and that brought his message directly to the Emperor. His Imperial Majesty read the report and asked to speak personally with the courier.

"Meaning no disrespect, Majesty," Marshal Usef of the First Army protested, "but why?"
 	"Why indeed?" the emperor asked dryly. "Given that Arnon allowed the traitor to reach the hill fort in the first place, I find it difficult to believe things are going as well as he suggests."

"You think he lies to you, Majesty?"

"I think he omits detail, Usef." 

*

Face flushed, the emperor slid forward to the edge of his throne. "Do I understand you to say that Marshal Arnon refused death rites to a blade of Jiir?"

"Yes, Majesty."

"When he could have recovered the body?"

"Yes, Majesty."

"And this is known?"

"Yes, Majesty."

The Emperor lifted his gaze from the kneeling courier, met Marshal Usef's eye, and jerked his head toward the door. When the courier was gone and the two men were alone, he growled, "Didn't we send our cousin to the South Province to keep him out of trouble?"

"Yes, Majesty. You'd observed he was neither stupid nor without ambition."

"I've changed my mind about the stupid part." He slapped the rolled report against his thigh. "He'll send both divisions over to that traitor if he keeps this up. He'll turn a small rebellion into a civil war." 

"That is possible, Majesty." The current border of the Seventh Province had been secure for barely a generation.

"I want this taken care of. Now. Send a message immediately – Second Division can go back to the garrison, but Arnon's to remain with the siege."

"Punishment, Majesty?"

"Let's just say I'm not happy with him." The Emperor's smile was tight. "If I'm to fix this, I can't have him wandering all over Jiir's battlefield."

"Shall I..."

"No." A raised hand cut Usef's question short. "He's family. I'll deal with it myself. 

***

Marshal Chela of the Sixth Army read the message handed directly into her care by an Imperial Courier for the third time. His Imperial Majesty wanted to borrow her best assassin. Unfortunately, her best assassin would be under the authority of the garrison's healers for another few weeks... 

*

"If his... Imper... i... al Majes... ty com...mands..."

"Lie down, Neegan." Chela pushed him back onto the bed with her voice. Not even she would touch an assassin uninvited. "Even if the healers would let you go, I'm not sure I would. Jolan's already destroyed three blades – I'm not saying you wouldn't be able to deal with her under normal circumstances, but you've got a hole in your throat you've barely recovered from."

His lips pressed into a thin line and one brow rose. 

Chela, who'd known him for twenty years, translated easily. "Then why am I here? I want to know what you think about my sending Vree and Bannon instead. Granted they're young, but they're good – they should be, with you overseeing their training – and they'll be unexpected. Jolan resigned her commission before they were posted and as far as I know there has never been a team of assassins in the Seven Armies before." Her smile nearly buried her eyes in curves of flesh. "Also, it's considerably more politic to send the Emperor an option rather than a refusal."

Neegan held out a thin hand. "Or... ders..."

"Sorry, my eyes only. And theirs if you think they can handle the job."

This expression a stranger could have translated.

"How can you decide if you don't know what you're sending them into?" She lowered her bulk onto the stool beside the bed. "This much is common knowledge: Commander Jolan's treason has allowed Arnon, that pompous ass, to put himself into bad situation. The fortress is impossible to take down from without, but there's a way in Jolan hasn't been able to find or she'd have closed it down. It isn't like her to make a point by killing assassins as they come through."

"Ar... un?"

She smiled again at the missing rank. An assassin had no family but the army. For Neegan to deliberately insult a superior officer... "They'll be taking no orders from Marshal Arnon. The Emperor is taking care of this, they go in under his orders alone."

He forced a lungful of air through the ruin of his throat. "Send... them."

***

Bannon dug a finger into one of the grain bags they shared the wagon with and ground the kernels together. "I'm not sure I like being loaned out like a waterskin or a whetstone."

"Orders are orders," Vree shrugged without looking over at her brother. She didn't have to look, she'd know what see. He'd be lying back, wearing only kilt and sandals and a petulant expression. "These orders just happen to come directly from the Emperor."

"Yeah? And that's another thing, since when does the Emperor get directly involved in this sort of shit?"

"When it involves family," she said with pointed emphasis on the last word.

"An assassin has no family but the army," Bannon reminded her poking her hard in the ribs.

The carter glanced back at the wrestling match, shaking her head. Easy to believe these two had trained together all their lives – they fit together like moving puzzle pieces. Less easy to believe they were brother and sister, in spite of an obvious physical resemblance. There was a sexuality in the way he moved that teased and provoked at the same time and a tension in her responses indicated she was well aware of it.

None of my business, the carter reminded herself. All assassins were a little bit crazy and rumors in the Sixth Army said these two were crazier than most. 

Just before noon, they passed the ruin of Saburo. The buildings and most of the surrounding olive groves had been burned. In the months since, very little had been rebuilt.

"After Commander Jolan pulled back, Marshal Arnon turned the Seventh Army loose on it," the carter explained when Bannon asked why.

Which was all the explanation necessary.

If Marshal Arnon turned the army loose, there wasn't anything to rebuild with. 

"The people of Saburo probably thought that sort of thing never happened to Imperial citizens," Vree observed dryly.

"That'll teach them to harbor traitors," her brother agreed in the same almost sarcastic tone.

The carter heard double, even triple meanings, and decided not to ask.

They stopped in the heat of the day, feeding, watering and resting the oxen, then continued in the relative cool of the evening. Just before dark, the carter looped the reins and swiveled around on the seat. They were getting close, an army encampment left a distinct signature on the breeze, and she wanted to let her passengers know they should start thinking about slipping away unseen.

They'd already slipped.

Both assassins and their kit had vanished. They'd even shuffled the indentations of their bodies out of the bags of grain.

Impressed, in spite of her pique, for the only sounds they'd had to cover their departure had been made by the wagon itself, she'd barely turned back to her oxen when she heard a horse approaching and a moment after that an Imperial Courier appeared out of the dusk, the single golden starburst on his banner catching the last light of the setting sun.

"You've got to admire their sense of timing," she muttered but whether she was speaking of the assassins or the courier she wasn't entirely sure.

***

"The Emperor has taken care of it."

"Sir?"

Marshal Arnon waved the message with its broken imperial seal under the commander's nose. "First, he keeps me here, and if that isn't enough, he has sent his own assassin into the fortress. I am to have my people in position so that when the gates are opened they can take advantage of the opportunity his Imperial Majesty has provided."

Commander Zayit frowned. "There are no assassins in the First Army."

"You think the Emperor can't get assassins if he needs them?"

"No, sir."

"No, sir indeed," the marshal mocked, throwing the message down onto his map table with enough force that its passage caused the lamp hanging from the center pole to swing violently back and forth, painting dark shadows on the inside walls of the tent.

"When will the gates be opened, sir?" Zayit asked, trying not to think of how much the shadows looked like raven's wings. The longer the army spent looking at the dried and desiccated bundle Orban had become, the longer they spent speculating about the birds – three of them now – that came every morning to perch between the camp and the fortress, the longer they had to mutter about rites denied, the less like an army they were and the more like a mob. So far discipline had held, but it was becoming harder and harder for the officers to keep things together. If something didn't happen soon...

"The gate opens tomorrow morning. My Imperial cousin tells me to ready the division without warning the sentries on the wall. Does he think I'm a complete idiot? This is my army!"

Actually, it was the Emperor's army, but that was another thing the marshal didn't like to be reminded of. 	

"Well don't just stand there, Commander! Ready a company!" Lip curled, the marshal turned on her, arms spread sarcastically wide. "Didn't you hear: The Emperor has taken care of it."

***

The easiest way to avoid being given orders by Marshal Arnon, was to avoid Marshal Arnon – their orders had been quite clear about that. They'd been less clear about other aspects of the job.

The original courier had known little about how the three dead assassins had gotten into the city. He knew there was a stream. It wasn't much, but since Orban, called from Third Division after the deaths of the first two assassins, had found it with the same information, Vree and Bannon weren't concerned. They'd all survived the same training and any target one of their peers could find, they could find faster.

The stream was an obvious landmark. As dusk turned to true darkness and the sky over the hills turned from sapphire to onyx, they reached the place where it poured out of the earth. Knee deep in the icy water, Bannon ran a hand under the rock lip as far as he could. "It's doable," he said at last, stepping out. "But only just. If you had anything in the way of tits, sister-mine, you'd never make it."

Vree snorted and began stripping off her uniform. "Then you'd better keep your sling on, I'd hate for you to scrape anything dangling off against a rock."

His smile flashed white in the darkness. "That water's so cold, it won't much matter."

They kept their voices low, the essess softened, although they were too far from either camp or fortress to be heard. Caution had kept them alive for the last two years – unlike most seventeen and eighteen year olds, they had a clear knowledge of their own mortality.

Prepared for the stream and the sort of swim it had likely meant, they separated the necessities out of their kit and wrapped them in waxed linen, careful to keep the bundles compact.

"Who goes first?"

"It'd better be me," Bannon sighed, stepping back into the water wearing his sling and a throwing knife strapped to his left forearm. "I'm bigger and if get stuck I want you behind me where you can shove."

"Makes sense." Wearing only an identical throwing knife, Vree followed him, sucking air through her teeth at the first icy caress against her thighs. At the rock, she tied a silk rope around Bannon's waist. There was a small danger it could get hung up, but taking out this particular target without their kit was more of a challenge than she'd accept – although during their journey, Bannon had expressed interest in trying. She watched her brother fill his lungs – once, twice, three times – and tried not to grin at his expression as he submerged. It'd be her turn soon enough. 	

The dark water was shallow and the moon nearly full. Vree watched the glimmer of Bannon's shoulders disappear, his back, his legs, his feet. The rope played out smoothly through her fingers. She'd counted slowly to a hundred and fifteen when the rope stilled. Four feet, maybe five followed Bannon into the hill all at once, then three short tugs. He'd reached the other side.

Moving quickly, working her fingers to keep them from going numb in the cold, she tied off both kits, one behind each other. One breath. Two. A sound from the shore. Drawing in the third breath, she turned. 

The unmistakable silhouette of three ravens watched her from the dead branches of a skeletal tree.

One hand rose to touch the onyx amulet of Jiir she wore on a leather thong around her neck, the other pulled twice at the rope. Releasing the third breath, she dropped her gaze to the water, but even as she followed the two packets in under the rock, she could feel the ravens watching.

The cold made it hard to think about anything but the cold. There wasn't room enough to swim against the current, nor was it smooth enough to allow Bannon to drag her along with their supplies. Arms outstretched, she pulled herself forward, counting slowly once again.

At 71, her reaching hand felt waxed linen. It wasn't moving. Pulling herself up as close as she could, she stretched out an arm beneath it, along the bottom. The stream bed narrowed suddenly, went from a horizontal slice through the hill to a vertical one and the first kit had jammed.

...72...

...73...

...74...

...75...

The rear kit pressed hard against her shoulder, she punched the bottom of the first as hard as she could.

...76...

...77...

All at once it jerked free and through. She guided the second as well as she was able and followed, turning sideways and up, the rock scraping almost gently against her belly and the front of her thighs. A six count delay would have meant nothing in warmer water, but her lungs were already aching and she had a thirty-eight count to go. 

The current weakened as the passage widened and by a hundred she had the rope wrapped around one hand while the other kept her head clear of protrusions on the tunnel roof.

 At 117 she surged out into open water. At 119 she surfaced and sucked in a lungful of air that had so much water in it, it was barely breathable. The noise told her she'd surfaced in the spray of a waterfall. Then her feet touched sand, a questing hand touched rock and she pulled herself up onto a ledge.

"Remind me to thank his Imperial Majesty for that experience," Bannon muttered in the darkness. "My balls climbed up so high, they're sitting on my shoulders."

"Teach them to ask for crackers and I'd pay to see it." His voice told her he was standing so she stood as well.

They spent the next few moments warming up. Fingers stuffed into her armpits, she ran on the spot and heard Bannon doing the same. Had they not just come out of the water, the air underground would have been a cool relief after the scorching heat outside. As it was, it was almost warm and without a layer of wet cloth against skin, exercise was enough to chase the cold. When her feet no longer felt like blocks of wood and dexterity had returned, Vree reached out and lightly touched her brother's shoulder. "I vote we risk a light," she said when he stilled.

The waxed linen had done it's job. A moment later, they were studying the dimensions of the cave.

"Looks like we climb up beside the waterfall." Bannon's sigh blew out the candle. 

They didn't bother dressing, the climb would leave them almost as wet as the swim although considerably warmer. Vree climbed with her eyes closed – it kept her from straining to see through impenetrable darkness. At the top, they walked against the stream through another passage just high enough to keep their heads and hands out of the water. When the passage opened up, a rising shelf of sand lead them to a beach and the silence told them they could safely light the candle again. 

The beach lead them to a cleft.

A climb.

Another passage. 

Another pool.

Flood waters had carved only a single path. They couldn't have gotten lost. The three assassins who'd taken this way before them had died in the fortress so there had to be a way in.

"Your turn to go first, sister-mine."

It took three dives before Vree felt the opening in the rock and then one more to fill her lungs and go through it. She'd counted to 70 and had almost decided to go back, when the rock opened up above her. Another thirty count and she surfaced. Her fingers brushed dressed stone.

"About time," Bannon muttered when she returned. "Too much slaughtering water down here for us not to end up in a well."

"Commander Jolan has to know that's how the others came into the fortress, but she can't cut off her water supply." Running on the spot, Vree was thinking out loud as she warmed. "She's known from the moment Ganit missed his target. He died the same night he went in and it had to have been pretty obvious he came out of water. Visolela had to know she was climbing into a trap. Orban too."

Bannon shrugged. "When you know there's a trap, you avoid it."

"True. It's been..." She counted back. "...fifteen days since Orban. Commander Jolan had to know how many blades Marshal Arnon had with him and that he won't ask one of the other armies for help – he wouldn't want look weak. She knows the only thing he can do is settle in for a siege so she won't be expecting us. But she won't have totally let down her guard. She won't have someone staring down the well, but she's not the type to leave an access unguarded."

Marshal Chela had seen they were as well briefed on their target as time allowed.

"So we can get to the lip of the well without trouble, but after that we'll have to be careful?"

"Yeah."

"Why didn't you just slaughtering say so?"

Vree sighed. "I was thinking out loud."

"You think too much, sister-mine."

Unwrapping their kit, they ate the dried meat and honeyed date bars while strapping on their weapons. They'd kept leather and steel dry as long as possible but climbing into a trap, they'd need them at hand. Their clothing they re-rolled in the waxed linen and strapped it to their backs -- wet clothing would leave a trail, they'd dress once they were safely inside.

Three quarters of the way up the well, Vree stretched out an arm and touched Bannon's cheek. When he stilled, she signed inside against his skin. He nodded. The well was not only within the fortress wall, but within the fortress itself.

Just below the rim, they stopped. Listened.

Nothing.

Vree straightened her knees until her eyes cleared the edge. The well room was so dark, they might as well have still been in the caves under the hill. No guards hid in the darkness. Soundlessly, she slipped up and over the side, felt Bannon standing beside her, and moved off to the right. A moment later, each having determined half the dimensions of the room, they met again.

Commander Jolan had secured the well room by simply filling in most of an open arch and putting a door where there'd never been a door. The inconvenience for anyone drawing water had clearly been out-weighed by the alternative – throats slit.

"Guard outside?" Bannon breathed against her ear.

Vree nodded, pointing to the tiny line of light.

The only reason to have light was so that someone could see.

"One or two?"

Vree pressed her head to the crack and waited. Two soldiers – and all Jolan's traitors were ex-Seven Armies – guarding a locked cellar leading nowhere fifteen days after anything had happened, would be talking.

After a while, she laid one finger against Bannon's cheek.

They'd have to convince the guard to open the door without calling for help.

***

It had been fifteen days.

Fifteen slaughtering days.

And yet here he was taking his turn in the bowels of the fortress -- the shitty bowels of the fortress, he amended – waiting for Marshal Moronic-Cousin-to-the-Emperor Arnon to try something stupid. Arnon would if anyone would but still...

It had been fifteen days.

Legs crossed, back against the rough wood of the door, he picked at his teeth with the point of his dagger. He'd never been so tempted to fall asleep on duty.

Bored, bored, slaughtering bored...

The sudden scrape of stone against stone inside the well room jerked him erect. A muffled curse spun him around. The distant splash brought both brows in under the rim of his helm.

Something had fallen into the well.

Something big.

There were more distant splashes. Smaller ones. As if someone had fallen and was struggling in the water.

Marshal Arnon was scraping the bottom of the barrel as far as assassins were concerned. According to Commander Jolan, there were two fifteen year olds left in the entire Seventh Army.

Sword drawn, he opened the door.

 	The lantern light spilled into the room and over the well. One of the capstones was missing and the one next to pulled out of line, the elongated print of wet fingers showing where the assassin had lost a precarious grip. Grinning, he lifted the lantern and moved in for a closer look, but the well was too deep for his light to reach the water and the splashing had stopped.

So much for that.

***

A pair of shadows dropped silently down from the ledge of the old arch, slipped behind the back of the guard peering down into the well, and disappeared into the fortress.

The Emperor wanted the situation resolved and his orders had been explicit.

But they had to find the commander before they could kill her.

The bureaucracy in the Capital had spit forth a plan of the fortress. It hadn't included the well-room but by the time Vree and Bannon reached the kitchens, they'd filled in the blanks. Skirting a pair of snoring bodies, they made their way to a patch of deep shadow at one edge of the open wall and stared across the courtyard. The commander would be somewhere in the central tower. 

While they'd been moving through the hill, the nearly full moon had dropped low in the sky, creating bars of light and dark between the buildings. Assassins paths.

Useful. But they'd still have to waste time searching the tower. The search had likely killed Ganit. The longer it took to reach a target, the greater the odds of discovery.  Together? Bannon signed, looking annoyed.

Vree nodded. They'd lose most of the advantage they had over the previous three assassins if they separated. 

They were about to move from kitchen to tower when a shadow separated from the top of the gatehouse. Then a second. Then a third. The three huge birds landed side by side, with no sound from feathers or claws, on a window ledge almost exactly halfway up the tower wall.

Vree felt Bannon clutch her arm, fingers digging into flesh. Ravens didn't fly at night. 

*

The ravens had gone from the window when Vree and Bannon reached the commander's room. They'd left two bodies behind them, silently and efficiently dispatched when there'd been no other way to move on. Hiding the bodies had taken more time than the killing.

Commander Jolan's small room had been set up like a command tent, her bed shoved up against one wall, less important than the map table and the strategies planned on it. She slept with one hand thrown up over her head, the paler skin on the underside of her arm defining her place in the dark.

She wasn't alone.

A silent crossing from door to bed side. The edge of Vree's dagger slid through the soft tissue of the throat too quickly for pain, found the spine, slipped between two ridges of bone, and ended it. 

The commander's companion was considerably younger, probably Bannon's age. He opened sleep blurred eyes at exactly the wrong time.

Vree tossed a small square of leather stamped with a black starburst onto the bed. The Emperor's first order had been carried out and his point had been made. Treason could not hide from the blades of Jiir. 

Now, they had to get to the barbican over the gate with only the soft shadows between moonset and dawn to hide them. 

Bannon glanced out the window and grinned. "We take the high road," he said softly.

Measuring the distance between the window and broad top of the fortress' encircling wall, Vree nodded. The only guards were in the barbican. No point in wasting soldiers on a patrol when there was only one possible point of attack.

There was no room on the ledge to stand and jump. There was no room on the ledge for three ravens either, but Vree didn't have time to worry about that now. She slid out, feet first, then gripping the ridge of stone, braced her feet against the wall, knees up beside her ears. 

One breath, two...

Push off.

Turn in the air.

It had been a long night. She landed hard and too close to the edge. Training threw her weight back before her brain acknowledged the danger and sucking air between her teeth as her elbow slammed into stone, she rolled into the vee of shadow between wall and parapet.

Bannon's landing was messier still but she grabbed his waistband and yanked him down beside her. He pillowed his head between her breasts, mouthed, "Quick nap?" then grinned at her expression.

They'd taken out a target and that always left Bannon a little giddy. 

Vree jerked her head toward the gate. The night was nearly over.

There were four soldiers on guard. 

They weren't expecting an attack from inside the fortress. Vree wondered what they thought when Bannon walked in through the arched door overlooking the courtyard, although she supposed the first two died too quickly to think anything at all. The third had her mouth open to cry warning and the fourth actually got a hand around his sword hilt. 

***

Commander Zayit watched a burning rag drop from the barbican and extinguish itself on the road. "Move them up," she said quietly to the Squad Leader beside her.

The order repeated itself and the company crept forward. She could hear it creaking and rustling like a huge beast rolling over in its sleep.

When the second flame dropped, she stepped out where she could be seen in the pale dawn light and pulled her sword. "Now!"

***

"They're moving." Bannon announce wiping oil off his fingers.

"Good."

As Vree raised the inner gate, Bannon picked up a discarded crossbow.

A rooster crowed.

***

Marshal Arnon rode into the fort when it was all over.

The traitor's bodies were stacked on one side of the courtyard, the dead of the Seventh Army on the other. A bloody rag tied around one arm, and a smear of blood not her own over the front of her armor, Commander Zayit walked forward to meet him.

***

Vree braced the stiffening body of the guard against her shoulder and shuffled it forward. Still hidden behind the edge of the arched doorway, she paused and her fingers tightened on unresisting flesh.	

The sun had laid the shadow of the barbican across the courtyard crowned by the impossibly darker shadows of three ravens.

She met Bannon's gaze across the arch and together they looked up.

The marshal's horse stopped at the edge of the ravens' shadow. Shied sideways when he spurred it but wouldn't go further.

In the moment between one heartbeat and the next, the ravens screamed.

Marshal Arnon turned, one hand raised to block the sun from his eyes.

Bannon pulled the trigger on the crossbow.

The marshal jerked in the saddle, and began to fall, a crossbow quarrel buried deep in his left armpit.

Someone yelled, "There!"

An arrow hit the body Vree held.

She shoved it forward.

It hit the stones of the courtyard at the time same as the marshal.	

The Emperor's orders had been explicit.

Throats slit in the night. Black starbursts left behind.

So many people never bothered thinking past the obvious.	

***

Commander Zayit barely heard the beating of ravens wings over the pounding of her heart. Then they landed, one, two, three by the marshal's body. 

"Commander?"

Without knowing why, she looked up. Past the traitor's body broken on the ground, up to where black shadows moved back out of the light. And she remembered another broken body that had lain like a shadow on the road.

"Commander?"

Some urgency in the question now. The fortress was so quiet, she could hear impact of a heavy beak through flesh.

Marshal Arnon had been right.

The Emperor had taken care of it.

"Let them feed."
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"Assassins," Commander Neegan declared in the rough whisper that was all an enemy arrow had left of his voice, "do not take leave."

"But it won't be exactly leave," Marshal Chela reminded him. 

"They will be away from the army, but not on target." A dark brow rose. "I fail to see the difference, Marshal."

"They won't be exactly on target. There's the difference, Commander. Governor Delat is convinced she's got an Ilagian sorcerer pretending to be a carpet seller. She thinks he's the vanguard of an Astoblite invasion since Prince Aveon, the Astoblite regent, welcomes both Ilagians and sorcerors to his court."

"Why would Prince Aveon want to invade the South Reaches?"

"I don't know; maybe he's looking for vacation property. The point is, Governor Delat has demanded we do something about her problem – which may or may not be an overactive imagination. Vree and Bannon will go to the South Reaches as if they were common soldiers on leave and they'll use their unique skills to determine whether or not this Ilagian carpet seller is a sorcerer working for Prince Aveon. If he turns out to be what Delat fears," the marshal continued, "they'll send a message back with one of her couriers, and I'll send them new orders. If not, they can come back to barracks having spent a pleasant few days in a nice little resort town on the Emperor's coin. You have to admit, they deserve a bit of break."

Neegan expression suggested he had to admit nothing of the sort.

***

"You know Shonna took leave in the South Reaches when she won all that money betting on that fight Oneball had with Keenin last year."

"I know, Bannon."

"She said it was the best five days of her life. Full body rubs with scent oils. All the food she could eat. All the wine she could drink. And the sex! She said South Reaches whores were more flexible than even you, sister-mine."

Vree rolled her eyes and shot her younger brother a look it was just as well he didn't see. "We're on target."

"Not exactly." He threw an arm across her shoulders. "And that means there's no reason we can't enjoy ourselves while we're having a look around. Look at it, Vree."  His voice brought her to the halt his arm hadn't – she'd walked right out of his careless embrace when he'd stopped. "The South Reaches. Isn't it pretty?"

They were standing on the Shore Road, on top of a hill looking down at the town. 

"Pretty?" Vree repeated wondering if Bannon had gotten a little too much sun.

He grinned. "In a hey look at all the colors sort of way."

All the colors was no exaggeration. Even the expensive packed earth houses of the wealthy that fronted the white sand beaches stretching out on both sides of the small harbor were an astounding variety of pastel shades. The town itself had moved past astounding to unbelievable.  Red, blue, yellow, orange, turquoise, and every shade of pink imaginable covered the wooden walls, the colors crammed close together and jostling for attention. 

"There's a pair of Astobolian ships in the harbor. Maybe they've already invaded."

Vree frowned at the two vessels tied side by side at the north pier. "In those? They're probably small traders delivering exotic wines and…" Her frown deepened.  Born in barracks and having spent her entire twenty years in the army, she was ill equipped to come up with another exotic example.

"Perfumed oils," Bannon offered when it became obvious she wasn't going to fill in the blank.

"You're fixating on those full body rubs, aren't you?"

"I hear they're very good for working knots out of stiff muscles," he said cheerfully as they started walking again. "We can't do our job if we're all knotted up."

"You can't do your job if you're lying naked on a slab."

"You'd be amazed at what I can do lying naked on a slab."

"I'm not that easily amazed," she snorted, hip checked him, and snickered when he had to dance to miss a pile of horse shit on the road.

The South Reaches had no walls and no gates, but at the edge of town the Shore Road passed between two pairs of heavily muscled young men in black uniform kilts and tunics. 	"The governor's guard," Vree murmured as they approached.

"Think they can use any of that hardware?" Bannon asked at the same volume.

All four carried short swords in black and silver sheathes and two daggers, one on their belts and one sheathed at the edge of their black greaves. Their collective size was impressive and drew many admiring glances from other, less discerning, travelers.  They made Bannon, who was taller than Vree by almost a head, look scrawny.

Everyone else on the road had passed unchallenged, but a massive hand beckoned the siblings over to the east-side guard post. According to their uniforms, they were low level infantry so either the guards were more perceptive than seemed possible and had seen the hidden threat or hey were about to indulge in a little soldier baiting. Vree was betting on the later and figured it was pretty much a sucker bet.

"So, what have we here?" The guard who spoke had the smug, self-satisfied air of a bully who'd aged easily into a brute. He waited until the other two guards crossed the road to join the huddle before continuing.  "It seems we've stopped a couple of the Empire's brave soldiers. Looks like they're scraping the bottom of the barrel, don't it?"

His crew laughed.

"You two do a little looting and then decide to grace the South Reaches with your ill gotten gold?"

"Actually, we spent all our ill gotten gold on a couple of magic beans that turned out to be total crap." Bannon grinned at the glowering faces. "We're just here on leave."

"This is an expensive place. Let's see your coin." The leader poked a sausage-sized finger at Bannon's shoulder and missed by a hair's breadth. Which was exactly how far Bannon had moved.

"No coin," he said, still grinning. "Just a letter of credit from our marshal." 

At Bannon's gesture, Vree pulled the letter from her belt pouch and handed it over. She wasn't worried about it being destroyed, since she had every confidence in being able to take it from the big man's hand if he made the attempt. Of course, he wouldn't survive the attempt so she hoped he was smarter than he looked.

He scowled at the piece of vellum, lips moving as he puzzled out the larger words. "Why would you two skinny grunts rate a letter of credit?" he demanded when he finished.

"Services rendered. At the battle of Bonkeep the two of us were personally responsible for the deaths of the enemy commander and his entire staff."

Yeah. Right." But his gaze kept dropping to the letter. "Reeno, search their bags."

They were carrying the bare essentials, the sorts of things any soldier on leave would carry. When Reeno got a little rough with her kit, Vree murmured, "Gently." at him and, when he looked up, she smiled.

She caught her bag before it hit the road and didn't bother correcting him when he pretended he'd thrown it there on purpose. After all, from a distance "thrown there on purpose" looked very much like "dropped from nerveless fingers".

"There's nothing, Orin." Reeno barely looked in Bannon's bag before giving it back. "Just, you know, clothes and stuff."

"No weapons?"

"Their daggers…"

"I can see that!" Orin glared at Reeno and then at them. "Letter of credit, eh? Maybe someone who deserves this ought to use it."

"You'll have to kill us to keep it," Bannon pointed out.

"Orin!" Reeno nodded toward the traffic still passing by on the road. Toward witnesses.

Orin pretended to crumple the letter up but when neither Vree nor Bannon reacted thrust it back at Bannon. Vree hid a grin at his expression when he crushed air instead of Bannon's hand. "I'll be watching you."

"Not a problem."

"Not a problem?" Vree repeated as they moved out of eavesdropping range.

"Hey, at least I didn't threaten young Reeno's manhood."

"All I did was smile at him."

"Yeah, that's what I said."

"You told them that we were here as a reward for taking out an entire command staff."

"We did."

"But that's not why we’re here."

He patted her fondly on the arm. "You really suck at this lying thing, don't you?"

*

"Forget it, Bannon." Vree wrapped her hand around her brother's arm and dragged him to a stop as he started up the broad front steps of the Cyprus Garden Inn. "We are not staying here."

"Too small?" He frowned up at the pale pink walls and wide louvered windows thrown open to catch the late afternoon breeze. "I was hoping for cozy, but elegant's fine if that's what you want."

"Don't be such a slaughtering smart-ass. This…" She jerked her head toward the two story building, conscious that they were under scrutiny from the inn's atrium. "…is too expensive."

Bannon touched his belt pouch where the letter of credit had ended up. "We're on the Emperor's coin, sister-mine. And besides," he added before she could respond, "this place is used to soldiers who've had a run of luck. It's where Shonna stayed."

"You asked her?"

"I did. Now if you really want to stay in some bug infested dive with sweet piss all in the way of…"

"Here's fine." Releasing his arm, she started up the steps.  If it was good enough for Shonna, it was nothing more than they deserved. 

"Still angry about her trying to gamble away your coin?" Bannon asked as he caught up.

"Sod off." Of course she was. And he knew it. And that was why he'd brought them to this inn. She'd be upset about how easily he could read her except there wasn't much point, a lifetime of training had all but taught them to think with one mind.

They had a pair of adjoining rooms at the back of the building, small but clean. Included was unlimited access to the hotel's bathhouse and one meal each day of their stay. 

"I like the sound of the bathhouse," Vree admitted going into her brother's room. She'd already tested the strength of the balcony railing and noted all lines of sight to her window. "It's hard to stay unnoticed when you stink of the road."

Stripped down to his sling, Bannon stared up at her from his sprawl on the bed. "I stink of the road?"

"We stink of the road."

"I just got comfortable."

"There'll be bath attendants."

"And it'll be easy enough to get comfortable again." He grinned as he stood and scooped up his kilt. "Lead the way, sister-mine. A bath, a meal, and visit to a carpet shop," he continued as she led the way down the backstairs. "What more could a man want – except maybe a full body massage with scented oils."

"We're working."

"Not exactly. Not yet."

Her bath attendant was as taken with Bannon as his was. 

"Your man is quite the flirt," she sighed, absently passing Vree a soapy sponge. 

"He's not my be man. He's my brother and be my guest." 

She preferred to wash herself anyway. The possibility of being temporarily blinded by a distracted attendant flinging soap into her eyes was too dangerous to risk in her line of work. Their line of work. Not that Bannon seemed to be worried. But then again why should he be worried when she was?

Well, slaughter that. This was not-exactly her leave too.

She had the kid for supper and roasted peppers and a sherbet made with ice brought down for the mountains at – if the price was any indication – great expense. Bannon grinned and saluted her with a raw oyster.

*

According to Governor Delat, the Ilagian had opened his carpet shop in the jumble of tiny streets close to the harbour. Painted a pale green, it was fifth in from the corner Fat Alley shared with the Street of Knives. Washed and fed, Vree and Bannon wandered toward it, past market stalls and shops crammed full of items designed to separate tourists from their money.  Everything that could have a variation of 'I bought this in the South Reaches' stamped on it, did.

"Bannon, look at this."

This was a knife-seller's stall. This specifically was a dagger with a broad curved brass blade etched with a rough map of the South Reaches and the legend Don't cut me out of your life.

"What's that mean?" Bannon muttered as they stared at the blade.

Vree shrugged. "No idea."

The tang and the pommel were also brass suggesting that the dagger had been made from one piece of metal while the weight suggested otherwise. The grip had been wrapped in leather strips died a virulent orange-red, small shells danging from the half dozen tassels. The sheathe was a slightly darker shade and a double row of the same shells had been glued along its length.  

"Ah yes, there is nothing like a beautiful woman who appreciates a good blade." The stall's owner bustled around and laid a pudgy arm around Vree's shoulders. "That dagger is…" He paused. Swallowed. And started to sweat. "For a small woman, you have quite the grip."

"I don't like to be touched."

His smile wobbled and he snatched his arm back. "I'll remember that."

"Probably."

Bannon shook his head as they walked away, leaving the stall owner clutching his genitals and gasping like a landed fish. "I think you hurt his feelings."

"At least I left them attached."

Torches had been lit by the time they reached the carpet shop, but the narrow streets were still busy – probably because every second shop sold alcohol of some kind. Beer, wine, and the apparently popular something pink with a tiny spear stuck through a pineapple chunk. Although clothing ranged from kilts to sarongs to breeches, they were the only people in army blue.

"We may need to buy a change of clothes," Bannon noted. 

"Something in black wouldn't hurt if we're going to be climbing around at night," Vree acknowledged.

"Do you see anyone in black?"

"That guard."

Bannon leaned out and peered at the guard who was suddenly not looking their way. "Besides him?"

Up and down the street, the clothing was as bright as the buildings, many of the tunics printed with birds or flowers or cats.  "There is no slaughtering way…"

"We could probably get something in silk."

Silk. "Silk's a good strong fabric," Vree said slowly. "You can bend iron with it when it's wet. Useful."

Bannon grinned. "Very."

"I'm sorry, I couldn't help but overhear. You're looking for a silk carpet?"

They turned together to face the middle-aged woman standing on the other side of the pile of rugs that nearly filled the front of the shop. She was pleasantly plump with dark hair and pale brown eyes and skin a little lighter than theirs.

"We're looking for Ilagian carpets," Vree told her.

She smiled broadly and spread her hands. "Excellent. We specialize in Ilagian carpets." Hands still spread, she beckoned them into the shop.  "In fact, my employer, Hy Sa'lacvi, is Ilagian himself and imports only the most beautiful carpets from his homeland and although he isn't here tonight, he has taught me everything he knows. Now, this beauty…" 

At first Vree was impressed by the woman's knowledge. As time passed and every attempt they made to leave was somehow twisted into another examination of another stack of carpet, she began to grow annoyed. Although a variety of merchants intent on separating soldiers from their money surrounded the barracks and most camps, assassins were usually left to choose as they pleased.  This woman almost had them convinced they needed a carpet. Bannon had gone so far as to give her the measurements of the area beside his bunk. Vree had her hand on her dagger hilt and had planned her strike – up under the ribs, slice through the heart, wrap the body in a red wool rug – when customers obviously carrying more coin entered the shop and saved them.

"At least we found out Hy Sa'lacvi has the rooms upstairs." Bannon picked up the pace as they reached the street.

"And that he isn't in them right now." Vree effortlessly slipped through a group of laughing matrons all dressed in shades of purple and fell into step with her brother. "Safer to search them when he's home though. A sorcerer would set up spells to protect his rooms when he's not in them." A man, sorcerer or not, could be avoided. Spells were a different matter.

"Tomorrow then."

He was thinking about full body massages, she could tell. "Tonight."

"We should wait until we're a little less obvious."

"Until we're less obvious?" Vree snorted as a pair of heavy-set men in a very short kilts, sleeveless tunics, and shell necklaces sauntered past. Fortunately, it was now full dark and the torchlight hid as much as it revealed. "Or were you referring to the guard watching us from over by the wineskin seller?" she sighed, trying not to listen to the fading sound of bare thighs slapping. 

"That too."

"Think he's going to follow us all night?"

"Seems likely."

"People seem to be avoiding him," she noted as they changed direction slightly. The pattern of the street eddied around the guard, even the very drunk maintaining a careful distance of more than an arm's length.

"Almost looks like they're scared of him," Bannon agreed.

"Well, who isn't afraid of a great big guy dressed all in black and carrying a sword? Even if he's not likely to use it very well."

A moment later they moved into the guard's personal space, the pattern of the street now ebbing around them as well.

"You were on the gate when we arrived," Bannon said after sweeping a slow gaze up the guard's body from sandals to helm. "Didn't catch your name."

"Keln." He looked confused; prompted to answer by fear, unsure of what he should be afraid of.

"You were watching us, Keln," Vree purred by his ear. By the time he turned to face her, she'd moved to the other ear and was asking, "Why?" He whirled around but she was back beside Bannon when he stopped. "Why, Keln?" she repeated.

Keln jerked forward then stopped when he realized they were suddenly flanking him. "Orin thinks you're troublemakers," he snarled.

"Us?" Bannon grinned. "We're not troublemakers, Keln; we deal with troublemakers."

"Not in this town."

"Wherever we're sent, Keln."

"Stop saying my name!" The big man pushed past them, shoving the rack of wineskins out of the way as he plunged into the crowd. Someone cried out in pain, someone else swore, and Vree caught the rack before it fell.

"Can't say we didn't warn him," Bannon sighed.

"It's easier when they know we're assassins."

"People avoid us when they know we're assassins."

"And that's easier." She frowned at a wineskin. "There's an image of a parrot burned onto this. Why would someone burn the image of a parrot into a wineskin?

Bannon peered at the leather and shrugged. "I have no idea."

*

Shops and stalls that didn't sell alcohol closed up just before midnight. Hy Sa'lacvi returned just after. He was short, round, and wearing a long, bright orange sarong patterned with palm leaves. Half a dozen shell bracelets gleamed against one dark wrist. As a sorcerer, he made a believable carpet seller. 

Staggering a little, like everyone else on the streets, Vree and Bannon started back toward their inn, lost the pair of guards watching them – Keln and the remaining unnamed of the four – and ended up a few moments later at the top of the stairs that lead to Hy Sa'lacvi's second floor rooms.

Moving silently to the open window, Vree tossed the Nighthawk moth she'd snagged by one of the sputtering torches in over the sill. No lights. No whistles. No moth suddenly aflame. It seemed this access, at least, had not been protected by sorcery.

As they crouched inside the room, waiting for their eyes to adjust, the moth fluttered toward them. It was almost back to the window when an enormous pair of white paws came out of the darkness and brought it to the floor. The paws were more impressive than the cat they were attached to as the long-haired calico whacking the struggling insect across the painted wood was distinctly short in the leg. 

Vree caught Bannon's eye and made a face. No one had mentioned Hy Sa'lacvi had a pet. In their business, pets were more trouble than guards or servants combined. 

As the moth managed to get into the air and out of range, the cat bounded up onto the narrow table that ran down the center of the room.  Vree heard glass containers chime. The cat whirled, leapt a stack of brass weights, raced past a row of bottles, and charged through a cluster of squat clay jugs.

Vree caught the weights.

Bannon caught the bottles.

Neither of them could get to the jugs in time.

The first one to topple hit the floor with a crack, spilling out a pile of yellow granules. The second hit the floor with more of a thud, the viscous fluid in it adding a soft splat. When the fluid hit the granules, there was a high pitched whine, a loud bang, and a cloud of purple smoke.

As the two assassins slipped back out the window, they heard the cat sneeze and Hy Sa'lacvi yelling in his own language. From the roof across the courtyard, they watched the smoke billowing up into the sky.

"That's a lot of smoke without fire," Bannon murmured.

Vree nodded. "We can assume the sorcerer part is correct anyway." She grinned as the cat raced down the stairs to the courtyard and disappeared in the shadows.  Glittering with purple highlights, Hy Sa'lacvi stumbled out onto the landing.

"Mirran!" He had a thin blanket wrapped around his waist. "Mirran! Get here! I not angry, I just need see if you all right!"

Below, in the darkness, the cat sneezed.

"Fine! You be hurt cat, I no care. I sleep now!" Pivoting on one bare heel, he stomped back into his rooms.

"Definitely a sorcerer," Bannon snickered. "Any one else would've been told to shut his slaughtering hole." Pale faces had shown in a few of the other windows overlooking the courtyard but no one had protested being so rudely awakened. "I wonder why he called for Mirrin in Imperial?"

"He probably got her here and figures that's what she understands. We're not going to find out anything else tonight," she added leading the way down to the alley. "We might as well go back to the inn and get some sleep."

"You can go back to the inn, sister-mine. I've got other things to check out."

*

"You smell like…" Vree leaned closer and lifted her brother's arm to her nose. "Limes. And you're greasy."

"Oily." He pushed his wrist through her grip and back again, the motion blatantly suggestive. "Harder for an enemy to get a grip."

"I doubt it was enemies gripping you," she snorted, releasing him and stepping away from the bed. "I've done a bit of recon. Orin and his friends are lurking in front of the inn." 

"So? If they do anything more than lurk, we'll take them out."

"Just like that?"

"We're on target and they got in the way."

"So now we're on target?"

Bannon grinned, rolled out of bed and reached for his kilt. "Now, it's convenient. I'm starved, let's go eat."

"It's almost noon."

"Which is when things start happening in this town."

*

"You think they're going to arrest us?" Bannon wondered, as he worked his way along the inn's buffet table, piling food on his plate. 

Vree glanced out at the four guards in time to see Orin throwing a cup of liquid back in the face of a water-seller. "No. I think they want that letter of credit."

"You think they'll take the first chance they get to jump us?"

"Yeah."

"Idiots."

*

"Do they think we haven't noticed them?" Vree wondered as Orin and crew nearly knocked over a sausage cart trying to keep them in sight.

"I don't think they think." Bannon gestured at the nearest alley. "You want to lure them to their doom?"

"No, let's see how long their attention span is."

They lost the guards in a crowded ale house, slipping unseen out the back and up onto the roof. It was a simple matter to make their way to Hy Sa'lacvi's carpet shop without ever returning to the ground.

"I can't believe how close together everything is." Bannon stepped from roof to roof, past a line of disinterested pigeons dozing in the sun.

"And how much of it seems to be held together by paint," Vree added adjusting her stride as a board began to give underfoot. They had no fear of being heard for those who slept on the upper floors were out serving or servicing the visitors to the South Reaches and anyone still asleep wouldn't be staying so close to the harbor.

Hy Sa'lacvi was sitting in the courtyard behind his shop; an abacus, stick of charcoal, and a pile of parchment seemed to indicate he was doing accounts. While they watched, Mirrin leapt up onto his lap desk and knocked a mug of steaming liquid over the pile.

"I wish I understood Ilagian," Bannon murmured as the sorcerer screamed at the departing cat. "That sounds like some impressive swearing."

As soon as it became obvious he was going to begin again with dry parchment, they dropped silently off the roof onto the landing and slipped into his rooms.

"A considerate person would have a note or something lying around," Bannon grunted a short time later. "Yes, I am the vanguard of an Astoblite invasion. Kill me." He stared at the purple stain on the floor. "And it's no slaughtering fun going through a sorcerer's things; you never know when something might bite you on the ass."

"I didn't find anything either," Vree sighed. "We're going to have to do this the hard way."

"You mean the boring way," Bannon protested as they climbed back onto the roof. The soft click, click of the abacus drew his gaze down to the courtyard. "He's not going anywhere for a while, do we both have to stay?"

"For the love of Jiir, Bannon, you're still greasy from your last body rub!"

"Oily. And I was just thinking that now would be the perfect time for me to pick us out some clothing that would help us blend in a little better. It's what soldiers on leave do."

Vree glanced down at the pile of blank parchment and compared it to the pile Hy Sa'lacvi had already covered with neat lines of tiny numbers. He was clearly going to be a while. "Fine." She couldn't understand why being on vacation suddenly made people wear clothing they wouldn't be caught dead in otherwise, but it was what soldiers on leave did and that was what they were supposed to be. Shonna had returned to barracks wearing a bright yellow tunic printed with purple flowers.  "Do not," she warned her brother as he turned to leave, "bring me back anything printed with parrots, kittens, or palm trees. And don't take on Orin and his crew without me."

Moving into the only available bit of shade, she sat and watched their target do his accounting.  Except he wasn't exactly their target. Pity, she thought, fingers curled around the pommel of her dagger. We could have killed him last night and been on our way home by now.

	Maybe he's working out the numbers of Astobilite soliders he needs for the invasion. If he is, I can kill him now.

Before she could move, the woman who'd tried so hard to sell them a carpet the night before emerged from the back of the shop and told him she'd sold the small red and gold rug.  	"Good. Good!" Hy Sa'lacvi added a note to one of the finished sheets and flashed a brilliant smile up at the woman. "Maybe this month we make enough to import more, yes?"

Maybe import more was a euphemism for more soldiers.

"Maybe you should import something that doesn't unravel when you move it," the woman snorted.

Or not. Vree sighed. She'd never spent this much time on a target she could have taken out within moments of first marking him. Boring, boring, bor…

Mirrin clambered into her lap and shoved her head under Vree's hand. 

Over the years, she'd had every type of insect imaginable climb over her while waiting to take out a target. There'd been half a dozen snakes, a few lizards, and on one memorable occasion a rat that'd had to be fatally discouraged from snacking on Bannon's foot. Dogs were avoided and, as a rule, cats avoided them.

Mirrin demanded attention more insistently.

When Bannon returned, Mirrin was napping with her head on Vree's dagger, and Hy Sa'lacvi was filling his last piece of parchment. The breeches Bannon had brought her were dark green silk that hung low on her hips and flowed over her legs like water. The sleeveless tunic had been block printed with large pale green fish.

"You never said no fish," he protested, blocking her blow.

He wore a similar style in dark red and gold – the vest lightly laced across his chest with with gold cord, the whole thing, fish free.

*

They ate in the ale house across the road from the carpet shop, Bannon having taking their letter of credit to a money-lender for some coin. As they ate, they watched Hy Sa'lacvi try to sell a carpet to a middle-aged couple dressed in matching sleeveless tunics and short breeches.  

"Do they know how ridiculous they look?" Bannon wondered, eating a small onion off the point of his knife.

Vree shrugged and peeled another shrimp.

By the time they finished their meal – having switched their full tankards for the convenient empties of their neighbors, Hy Sa'lacvi had turned the shop over to his employee, pushed his way out into the milling crowds, and began walking toward the harbor.

Vree and Bannon followed, careful not to be seen by either their quarry or Orin's people. Given both crowds and darkness, it wasn't hard. Eventually, after a short stop at a bakery and a slightly longer one at a wine merchant's, they found themselves at the harbor watching Hy Sa'lacvi go into a warehouse near the North Pier.  

"That's it, the Astobian ships are tied up at the North Pier. We can kill him."

Vree stopped her brother's forward movement with a well placed elbow. "He could be seeing another trader about a carpet. We need to be sure."

"Fine." He rolled his eyes. "We'll sneak into the warehouse, get close enough to find out exactly what Hy Sa'lacvi is up to and when we find out he's helping the Astobians invade, then we kill him."

"That works." 

*

There were four men and two women sprawled on cushions around a low table in an empty corner of the warehouse. One of the men and one of the women were definitely Astobian. Three of other four were South Reaches locals and the last was wearing the distinctive orange-on-blue parrot tunic of a visitor. When Hy Sa'lacvi joined them, money changed hands and tiles were slapped down on the table.	

Catching Bannon's eye, Vree signed, No kill.

He nodded and signed, Stay?

She signed back, Maybe kill later. Prospect cheered him up and they settled in to watch and wait for the tile game to become strategy and tactics. It never did.

*

"So tomorrow we tell the governor she was imagining things and head home," Bannon sighed as they headed back toward their inn. "Hy Sa'lacvi is no more planning a slaughtering invasion than I am. And he sucks at tiles."

Impossible to argue the later point as the Ilagian had, indeed, lost steadily all night. They'd followed him home, watched him climb into bed, discouraged Mirrin from following them away across the roof, and were now calling it a night. 

"I suspect the governor will want us to observe him for a little longer," Vree pointed out. "He can't spend all his time planning an invasion. Maybe this was his night off."

"So we're staying?"

"For a while." She grabbed his arm as he started to turn away. "Where are you going?"

"Big Eylla's place is still open. I can see the torches from here."

Since she couldn't think of a good reason to hang on to him, she let him go.

"You should come with me."
	"No, thank you."

"Your loss." Walking backwards, gracefully avoiding the other people still wandering the streets looking for entertainment, he winked. "You need to get laid more, sister-mine."

"Sod off. You too," she added before the elderly man leering cheerfully at her could make the obvious suggestion.

Just before dawn, someone heavy heaved himself up onto her balcony. The shoddy attempt annoyed her as much as being wakened and it sounded very much like he took out two or three other amateurs on the way down.

*

Their second day in the South Reaches was very much like their first, except 
Bannon smelled faintly of cinnamon instead of limes. That night Hy Sa'lacvi had dinner with friends, ate sixteen crabs, drank half a barrel of pale beer, and threw up three times on the way home.

*

On day three, Orin attempted to shove Bannon into a cup-seller's cart, inexplicably missed, and somehow ended up crashing through it himself. The resulting shouting match was made funnier by the minor wounds Orin had taken. That night, they watched from the roof as Hy Sa'lacvi mixed powders and potions in his back room. After the first small explosion, Mirrin joined them.

When Vree returned alone to the Cyprus Gardens, heavy breathing and the creak of leather indicated she had company in her room.  She thought about taking care of it herself, but figured Bannon would never forgive her for blowing their cover without him. Noting where each man stood, she backed away from the door, returned to the atrium, gave the information to the large young woman on duty, and let the inn's security handle it.  	

The intruders had swords out, but they weren't expecting crossbows.

"Who says assassins have no sense of humor," she murmured to herself as Orin and his crew were tossed down the front stairs loudly protesting that they were the governor's guard. Orin seemed to be bleeding slightly again.

*

 "We need to deal with them," Vree muttered the next morning as Orin used a bandaged arm to shove that same poor water-seller out of his way. Keln and the still nameless fourth kicked the man on the way by. "They're starting to annoy me."

Bannon glanced behind him. The four guards were barely three or four body-length's behind, shadowing them obviously, scowling, hands on their weapons, the noon crowds scrambling clear.  "They look a little bruised."

"They've had a rough couple of nights. Come on." She led the way into a narrow alley between a candler's and yet another ale house. 

Rubbing at a bit of sandalwood scented oil in the crease of his elbow, Bannon shrugged and followed.

From the look on his face when he joined them, Orin had not been expecting an ultimatum.

"Sod off and we won't kill you."

His mouth opened and closed. Two of his men laughed. Reeno didn't. 

Vree reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a square of leather stamped with a black sunburst.  "This is your last warning," she sighed and tossed it onto the packed dirt between them. 

Reeno whimpered.

"I'm guessing he served," Bannon noted from where he was leaning against the candler's wall. "And these three got deferments for being in the governor's guard.

"Orin!" Reeno grabbed the big man's arm. "They're..."

"…not armed with nothing but knives and they're runty," Orin grunted. "Soldiers die on leave all the time, accidental like."

Vree smiled at Reeno. 

He whimpered again and ran.

*

That night, Hy Sa'lacvi went to another tile game and Bannon came back to their rooms smelling faintly of cloves.

*

"We can't keep this up indefinitely," Vree sighed as they followed Hy Sa'lacvi while he shopped. 

"We could kill him."

"No," she flicked an apricot pit at a street performer. He shrieked, stopped trying to escape an invisible box, and grabbed his crotch. The crowd applauded. "Our orders say we have to be sure."

"So?"

"So we force his hand."

*

They laid a black sunburst on the sarong he wore out in the evening. Mirrin looked up at them, yawned, and went back to sleep. 

*

"He probably doesn't know what it is," Bannon reminded Vree when Hy Sa'lacvi descended to the shop wearing the sarong, apparently unaffected by the square of leather he carried in one hand. "He's a foreigner, remember? Don't worry," he added as the square was passed to the woman in his shop. "She'll…"

Her shriek could be heard clearly across the street in the ale house.

"…know."

They settled in their regular place on the roof in time to see Hy Sa'lacvi carefully stack the contents of his work table into one covered basket and frantically shove a fistful of clothes and Mirrin into another.  The calico kept up a steady protest as he pounded back down the stairs, through the shop, and into the street. 

"Sounds like he's got a demon in there," Bannon snickered as they followed.

"Looks like he's heading straight for the docks," Vree pointed out.

"The Astolian ships."

"He's running right to his co-conspirators."

"So we can kill him now?"

"Works for me."

*

Hy Sa'lacvi was in the cabin of the fartherest ship with the Astolian woman he'd played tiles with. His baskets on the floor at his feet, he clutched her arm and spoke so quickly in Astolian it sounded like one long, hysterical word.

"Speak Imperial!" she snapped at last. "Your accent is terrible at the best of times!"

Tucked in the shadows outside the louvered window, Vree doubted his Imperial was any better. Although she could hear separate words, hysteria gave them unintelligible inflections.

"Why are assassins trying to kill you?" the woman demanded at last.

"My carpets!"

"What about them?"

"I sell cheap because pay no duty!"

"You're smuggling carpets into the South Reaches?" she asked as Bannon mouthed He's smuggling carpets?

"Hide them with sorcery!"

"Oh give it a rest, you're no more a sorcerer than I am."

Which was when Mirrin finally got the lid of the basket open. Yowling, she jumped up onto the table, scrambled through the piles of paper, knocked over the lantern, and threw herself out the window.

The lantern landed in the second basket.

Clutching the furious cat who'd landed in her arms, Vree danced along the railings, leapt to the other ship, skipped past an astounded group of sailors, and was on the dock before the purple flames had reached the top of the first mast.

Bannon was a heartbeat behind her.

"At least there's no invasion," he said as they slid into an alley while bells tolled and people yelled and Hy Sa'lacvi and the Astolian captain's voice could be heard screaming contradictory orders as the purple fire spread. "I think it's time we left."

"Past time," Vree agreed, wiping her bleeding cheek on her shoulder as Mirrin settled in her arms and began to purr.

"You going to take her back to the shop?"

She glanced at the burning ships. The purple fire had chased both crews onto the docks and seemed to be following them. "No, I think I'd better take her with us."

"What are we going to do with a cat?"

"Give it to Marshal Chela."

"Well, if we're bringing her something, we'd better get something for Commander Neegan too."

*

"So the Ilagian sorcerer was not the vanguard of an Astoblite invasion, although he might have precipitated one since Prince Aveon is likely to be more than a little annoyed about losing those two ships. Half of the South Reaches has been reduced to purple ash and rubble, three of the governor's personal security force are dead, someone named Big Eylla has sent me a bill for half a dozen body rubs…" Marshal Chela grabbed Mirran just in time to keep the inkwell from going off the edge of her desk. "…and I seem to have acquired a cat. Did you have anything to add, Commander Neegan?"

"Just that this," he told her holding the souvenir dagger between thumb and forefinger, and staring down at the dangling shells in disbelief, "is exactly why assassins do not take leave."


This novellette (I know, right, I thought it was a novella then I checked the numbers) takes place between Fifth Quarter and The Quartered Sea. Vree and Gyhard's story takes place in the former and Evicka makes a couple of appearances in the later. Actually, now I think of it, I reference things that happened in all four novels, at least in passing. If you've read the books, you'll recognized certain characters. If you're meeting those characters for the first time, you'll get to meet them again.

For all she had a very small part in The Quartered Sea, I found myself liking Evicka and her attitude quite a bit and when asked by Subterranean Press for a fantasy set in an already published mythos decided pretty much immediately to tell her story. I had so much fun returning to Shkoker and the bards after years away, that I just might actually get around to writing that closed door mystery Tadeus solves at the River Maiden. Maybe. Someday. Don't worry, you'll know if I do.

It should come as no surprise to anyone that I wrote Quartered during the winter.

Quartered

"Hang on to it, you fool!"

"I'm trying to!"

Evicka glanced up as the wind ripped the banner from the hands of the workman on the ladder . The painted canvass, flapping like a bird with a broken wing was heavy enough to hurt any of the dozen or so people crossing the courtyard, even without considering the added weight of brass grommets and dangling lengths of knotted rope. She whistled one long note, then four notes in quick succession to direct the air kigh that had answered her call. They draped pale, elongated bodies about the canvass and pushed it over to the wall where it slid to the cobble stones, disturbing nothing but a damp and disgruntled pigeon. Half the people bustling about on the Citadel's business remained unaware it had fallen and the other half noted they were in no danger and kept walking.

"My thanks, Evicka!"

"Happy to help." As the foreman began tearing a piece off his worker, Evicka whistled a gratitude, waiting to be sure the kigh actually flew off before continuing toward the Bardic Hall. The death of King Theron followed by the coronation of his daughter Queen Onele had kept more kigh than usual around the Citadel as the bards of Shkoder had worked to keep as much of the country as possible involved; first mourning then celebrating as one. After a month of being constantly on call, of being sent from Elbasan, the capital, out to all six provinces and back again, the kigh had begun to believe their presence was required even when it most certainly was not.

Most of the bards of Shkoder Sang air so the air kigh were the worst offenders, but the rain had made the water kigh nearly as plentiful and more than one bard who Sang water had found the bath suddenly less private than they preferred. Fires had been seen dancing between andirons, more than willing to leave if given something to burn. Only the earth kigh, dormant to all but the most powerful bards during the cold of Fourth Quarter, were behaving.

The new queen had put her foot down when the window in her private dining room had blown open and a cup of wine had landed in her lap.

"It was the first quiet moment I'd had to myself in over a month,"she'd snapped at the Bardic Captain, all Bards present in the Citadel gathered in a loose semi-circle behind him. "Fix this."

Evicka had spent the morning up on the west battlements Singing gratitudes and dismissing as many of the kith as could be convinced to go. She could faintly hear the Songs continuing, but her last shift had ended at noon. The moment she got the final word from the Bardic Captain, she was Walking south and while, as a rule, she enjoyed city life, she had to admit crowded taverns were significantly more fun after a few days of solitude.

Except for a fledgling racing toward the practice rooms, drum in one hand, pipes in the other, the Bardic Hall itself was pleasantly empty and Evicka took the stairs up to the captain's office two at a time. Outside his door, she unbuttoned the oilskin jacket she'd needed up on the battlements, checked that the sweater under it was presentable, and knocked.

"Come in, Evicka."

Older bards said that Liene, the old Bardic Captain, could tell a bard by their knock. She'd been a percussionist though so Evicka, who'd still been a fledgling when Liene retired, believed it. Evicka had no idea how Kovar, the present captain, managed the trick, but suspected he probably just expected his Bards to get to their appointments on time.

He looked up from a pile of paperwork when she came in and a managed a weary smile under the arc of his waxed mustache. "I envy you the road."

Evicka spread her hands. "Come with me."

"If only I could." He couldn't, of course, which was why she'd made the offer. She didn't dislike the captain, and after the last month they all appreciated the amount of work he did, but Walking with him would be like traveling with a fussy maiden aunt. A fussy maiden aunt who sang all four Quarters, but still... He rubbed at his forehead with an ink stained hand – a habit that probably didn't involve checking to see how far his hair had receded since the last time no matter what that bit of anonymous doggerel claimed – and said, "You're Walking through Somes, the Giant's Gap, Vidor, and home, right?"

"That's right."

He gestured at a chair, but she shook her head, too ready to Walk to sit still. Fortunately, the captain didn't care as long as she listened and Bards were good at that. Listening was at least half of the job. "I imagine the Duc will be home barely steps before you," the captain began, "and Pjazef is with her so that covers the coast road and leaves you free to deal with the small villages and holdings inland."

"That's right," Evicka said again and wandered over to peer at the large map of Shkoder on the wall facing the desk. Not only were the six provinces and their capitals marked, but every of the aforementioned small villages and holdings ever visited by a bard. She had to admit, she'd always been impressed by how tiny the scribes had managed to write. The bards, of course, didn't travel by map as much as by the kigh, going where they were needed as well as where they were expected.

"While you're out, I need you to cross to Bicaz. It should be First Quarter by the time you're there," he added as she turned. "The way should be open."

Evicka schooled her expression although the possibility of bad weather hadn't caused her reaction. Somes alone was a long enough Walk without adding another province particularly when weather often made Fourth Quarter travel more intent than actuality. "Is there somewhere specific you need me to go in Bicaz, Captain?"

"Yes." Palms flat on the desk, Kovar squared his shoulders and Evicka braced herself. This was the captain's I'm about to say something important posture. "I need you to check on the timber holding the late king granted to Vireyda Magaly and Gyhard i'Stevana."

It took Evicka a moment to find it on the map. Just barely over the border, it wouldn't be far out of her way – the kigh had certainly taken bards further off their planned route. Frowning slightly, she turned again. "Is there a problem?"  The holding wasn't far as the bard Walked from Ohrid and Ohrid and had a small Bardic Outpost. "I'd have thought Stasya would be keeping an eye on things." 

"Stasya is..."

"Old?" Evicka offered as the pause lengthened. Stasya was in her forties, as old or maybe older than the Bardic Captain.

Kovar snorted. "Biased. Annice has a history with Vireyda Magaly, through her daughter, and Annice is not... clear-sighted where her daughter is concerned. If Annice has biases, Stasya has biases."

"You think I...?"

"I think you can be objective, where they can not."

"I see." Bouncing up and down on her toes, Evicka realized the Bardic Captain was placing a great deal of trust in her. Vireyda Magaly was an ex-Imperial Assassin who'd come to Shkoder with her lover, Gyhard i'Stevana, sharing her body. Actually sharing her body. She'd helped the bards identify the fifth kigh because it had been impossible for them not to notice she had two. Two kigh. One body. Following close on her heels – their heels? – had been a crazy old man who'd killed and then stuffed the escaping fifth kigh back into dead bodies, creating a sort of family. The songs about it were as sorrowful as they were dark. It had taken Vireyda and Gyhard, and Vireyda's brother Albannon, and Annice, and Annice's daughter Magda, and another bard named Karlene to stop him. 

Evicka had been on her first long Walk north when it happened. Had she only listened to the songs, she'd have assumed exaggeration for effect but she'd also read the Recalls – Kovar had wanted everyone familiar with the situation concerning the fifth kigh – and, if anything, the songs had played down the less romantic parts of the story.  She was pretty sure she personally could find nothing at all romantic about having Gyhard's kigh replace a dead kigh stuffed into a live body. Well, the part about Gyhard getting a body of his own so he and Vireyda could realize their love, that was romantic. The dead kigh in a live body part, not so much.

Right from the beginning, Kovar's distrust of Gyhard had been open knowledge around the Bardic Hall. The captain considered him an abomination, but that was mostly based on why his kigh had been sharing Vireyda's body not so much because of the body he currently wore. Evicka understand Kovar's point. If jumping from body to body one step ahead of death, displacing the resident kigh to stay alive didn't take a person out of the Circle, she couldn't think of what would.

According to Annice's Recall, he was no longer capable of doing that.

Which brought her around to Kovar's belief that she could be objective where Annice – the Princess Bard who had a long and complicated story of her own as well as at least three really, really bad ballads written about her – and Stasya couldn't. The captain's faith in her was an incredible compliment. And a huge responsibility. She hadn't known Kovar thought that highly of her. Or thought much about her at all, actually. At least no more than he needed to for them both to do their jobs.

Bouncing back and forth now, heel to toe, she considered how she felt.

She was a little surprised. Pleased. Flattered, if she was honest.

"What are you worried about?" When he frowned, she grinned. "You have to be worried about something, Captain, or we wouldn't be having this conversation."

The blue beads threaded onto the ends of his mustache trembled as he sighed. "Gyhard i'Stevana is a multiple murderer who was pardoned against my advice. He controls an Imperial Assassin. A blade of Jirr. One of the Empire's most deadly weapons. Her brother Albannon, the only person who might have any chance of stopping her given that he is – or was – also an Imperial Assassin, is currently out of the country. I believe that if Gyhard is going to try something – and I believe that he is – these first few years of a new reign would be the time."

Evicka blinked, trying to absorb these new details. "He's living on a timber-holding in Bicaz. What do you think he's going to try?"

"I don't know." Kovar spread his hands. "But a man who can live several lifetimes by moving his kigh from body to body could try anything."

She couldn't argue with that. 

"I need you to be my eyes and ears," Kovar continued. "No, more than that; the Bards of Shkoder weave the pattern that keeps the country safe. I need you to be the eyes and ears of Shkoder."

Cheeks flushed, Evicka nodded. "I can do that."

*

"Careful!" A strong arm caught her around the waist and spun them with the impact, the stairs broad enough that both of them somehow managed to stay on their feet. 

One hand clutching the sleeve of an expensive leather jacket, Evicka turned to see who'd she'd run into and grinned. "Tadeus!" Only the blind bard could turn a collision into a dance. "I'm sorry, I wasn't looking."

He matched her grin, dark brows rising above the leather band he currently wore over his eyes. "Nor was I. I take this means our illustrious captain is free."

"It does."

"And the enthusiasm of your descent means your meeting went well?"

"It did."

"You're heading south?"

"I am."

"Pjazef left with the Duc of Somme." He leaned against the wall, arm still around her waist. "So I assume you're covering the small holdings?"

"I am."

Full lips twitched. "You're giving me those eighth note answers on purpose, aren't you?"

"Well, now." She laughed when he did, because it was nearly impossible not to. Tadeus might have twice her twenty-two years, but he was still gorgeous, talented, sexy, sweet... and remarkably muscular, she noted not for the first time. If he'd ever been interested, she'd have bedded him in a minute. Slipping free of his grip, she skipped back up a step so they were of a height. She'd never liked having to look up at people. "Since you ask, yes, I'm covering the small holdings – or as many of them as I can, depending on the weather. Oh, and the captain," she added, trying to sound casual, and hearing herself fail, "wants me to check in on Viryeda Magaly and Gyhard i'Stevana."

Dark brows rose again. "Does he?"

Too late, Evicka remembered Tadeus was a year-mate of Annice and Stasya and could easily share their biases. If he asked her why the captain wanted her to visit the timber-holding, what should she say? That the captain wanted her to find out how Gyhard planned to unravel the pattern the bards wove to keep Shkoder safe? No, that sounded ridiculous even in the privacy of her own thoughts.

"That's a bit off the beaten path for a Fourth Quarter Walk, sweetling." There was nothing but concern in Tadeus' voice. But concern about what? "Do you want me to speak with him?"

"About?"

"Fourth Quarter. Weather. A timber holding in Bicaz." He reached over and patted her cheek. "Blizzards. Avalanches. Those nasty colds with constantly running noses that look disgusting even on me..." A pause. A frown. "...I assume. My point, dearheart, is that it's not the best time of the year to be checking up on people who've decided to live in the middle of nowhere."

"It'll be First Quarter before I get there."

"Oh joy, sleet. That icy dribble of freezing rain that always slips in under your collar." His hand slid off her face and down to tug at one long braid. "Long Walks in Fourth Quarter," he continued, "are something I don't mind losing to the young. Just, be careful. Evie."

"Of the weather?" 

He studied her for a moment, head cocked, sighed, and said almost reluctantly, "Also of the weather."

 "What else should I be careful of?"	

He sighed again. "If the weather allows you to get to that timber-holding, remember there's no such thing an ex-Imperial assassin. Vireyda Magaly was trained to kill and will carry that training for the rest of her life. If you go into her home carrying certain prejudices..."

"That Gyhard i'Stevana killed innocents to preserve his own life?"

"That is a fact that neither of them deny. No, when I say prejudices, I mean exactly that. You can't judge the man he is based on the man he was."

Evicka blinked. "Of course you can. What else can you judge a person on but his past actions?"

"On his current actions. I'm not asking you ignore what he was, just keep an open mind about what he is." He gave the braid he still held another light tug, both brows tucked in behind the leather that covered his eyes. "Trust me, I know what it is to be pre-judged. I Sing only one quarter. I'm too attractive to be intelligent." She giggled as he posed then sobered as he added, "Try to think of them as people first."

"While remembering there's no such thing as an Imperial Assassin?"

The corners of his mouth twisted up in a rueful smile. "If it was easy sweetling, everyone could do it." The smile broadened into its more familiar, more than slightly suggestive shape. "If you start feeling overwhelmed, it might help to think of Assassins Love Song."

"Wasn't that written about her brother?" 

"It was. It makes her laugh."

"Bury your point not in my heart but somewhere else again. The little death's no lesser art, I cry out and am slain." Evicka shuddered dramatically enough Tadeus would be able to feel the movement. "It makes me cringe." Leaning forward, she kissed him on the cheek, wondering how a blind man managed to shave such a symmetrical goatee. "I'll be careful," she promised. "Sweet songs, Tadeus."

"Smooth roads, Evie."

***

"I saw Evicka on the way up. A Long Walk in Fourth Quarter?"

"We're halfway through the quarter and the weather's been mild." Tadeus could hear the Bardic Captain shuffling papers and could tell from the way his voice bounced off the desk that he hadn't bothered to look up when he answered. "She Sings a strong air and an equally strong water; she'll have plenty of warning if a storm blows in."

Tadeus sprawled over one of the chairs, mostly because he knew it annoyed Kovar when he refused to act his age. As Tadeus was the older by three years, the captain felt it reflected on his dignity causing Tadeus to be undignified in the captain's presence as often as he could.

Had Liene still been captain, Tadeus wouldn't have thought twice about bringing up the timber-holding, trying to charm out the reasoning behind diverting Evicka into Bicaz when both Stasya and Annice were keeping an eye on things. It wasn't that Kovar was immune to his charm, it was just that Kovar wasn't Liene. Liene had been a percussionist. She laid down a beat and allowed her bards to build their songs around it. Kovar was more the full orchestration type; everyone had a specific part to play. The bards who'd trained under Liene were still getting used to the change. Evicka had never known Liene.

And now his thoughts had circled back to Evie...	

On the one hand, even if Tadeus, personally, came down on the love remakes us all side of the argument – hardly surprising since he'd written the song – he could understand why Kovar didn't trust either Vree or Gyhard.

On the other hand, not trusting Annice and Stasya was sliding significantly off pitch.

On yet another hand, they were his year-mates so Kovar would likely assume a lack of objectivity. 

Bringing up the timber-holding would only lead to an argument and a differing opinion had never been enough to change Kovar's mind. Although a few nights trapped together in the River Maiden during a storm had been enough to change Kovar's mind about a couple of things...

"You're smiling."

Tadeus allowed his smile to curve suggestively. "Thinking of the River Maiden." 

"That's right, you're walking the River Road to Vidar..."

As Kovar outlined reported problems with some of the river pilots he wanted looking into, Tadeus slouched until his spine was barely in contact with the chair. There was no point in bringing up the timber-holding when he already knew what Kovar would say.

*** 

"Might be snow tonight." Marija pulled down her scarf and blew her nose. The two guards on duty at the Citadel Gate with her backed a little further away. "But they're saying clear tomorrow."

Evicka winced at the rough edge to the other bard's voice. "Have you seen you seen the Healers about that?"

"What's the point? Drink this and you'll be better in ten days. Don't drink it and you'll be better in ten days." Marija snorted and had to blow her nose again. "Enough hot water and honey and I can Sing and that's all that matters. You're Walking small holdings in Somes, right?"

"That's right."

"It's mid afternoon." Marija squinted at a silver gray sky. "You won't get far before dark."

"I'm spending the night by the south gate."

"Good." Additional opinion got lost in a fit of coughing, but Evicka didn't need to hear it. Taking the memory of a warm and willing body out on a Long Walk bordered on bardic cliché.

"Sweet songs, Marija."

Only a bard could have heard smooth roads though the snot.

*

The outside of the Bawdy Cricket was all worn boards and faded paint, the door looked as though a mule had tried unsuccessfully to kick it down, and the small square pieces of glass in the single window were so thick and green they barely let light either in or out. Most travelers entering Elbesan through the south gate took one look and passed it by.

The few who pushed open the door, found a clean and comfortable common room with good food and better beer and a tavern-keeper who refused to change that first impression. 

"It's a local," Luviun had told Evicka the first time she'd asked why he didn't try to bring in more business. "We don't need the place full of strangers making demands and not understanding how things are done. I know who my people are, and I take care of them."

She suspected she wasn't the only bard who'd dared the scarred door.

That night in the apartment over the tavern, Luviun pinched out the last candle and said, "So, south into Somes?"

Evicka murmured an affirmative as she shifted into a comfortable position with her head on his bare shoulder. 

"Going as far as the Giant's Cleft?"

"If the weather allows."

"Word is, the Duc wants Her Majesty to keep the pass open in Fourth Quarter. His Majesty, King Theron, Circle keep him, wasn't much for it but the queen seems willing to consider it."

"Why would she want to keep the pass open in Fourth Quarter?"

"Duc says it's to let goods from the Empire come through. But word is, Navarine's enjoying a building boom up on the other side of the border. They'll want the ore Somes produces without needing to go all the way around through either Elbasan or the Imperial capital. Figure that's why Her Majesty sent a bard south with the Duc."

It made sense. "You hear a lot of words."

He laughed, the sound a deep rumble in his chest she felt as much as heard. "Trick is to put the words you hear together. But you're a bard..." He flipped them both over and grinned down at her, one hand sliding down her body. "...you should know that."

Her next few words were essentially incoherent, but Luviun put them together too.

*

A week out from Elbasan – a week of Singing confidence to people who'd lived their whole lives under King Theron and were worried about changes under a new queen – and Evicka headed south west off the Coast Road, into the interior of Somes and the first of the small villages with their hubs of holdings. Clad head to foot in sheepskin with the fleece inside for warmth, the cold was barely an inconvenience. She'd picked a pair of skis out of a Bardic Closet at the last inn before she left the coast and was in snow enough to use them by the time she stopped for lunch. Skimming along the track beside the trail, her body slipped easily back into a motion learned in childhood. By the time she reached the village, her hat hung by its strings and sweat dribbled along her spine under the added insulation of her pack.  

As she passed between the first houses, a couple of dogs spotted her first and raced toward her, barking. A boy of about ten charged after them screaming at them to stop. The dogs ignored him.

Evicka waited, leaning on her poles and catching her breath. When the first dog reached her, hackles up and big head down between his shoulders, she used just enough voice to put him on his belly in the snow. When the second reached her, he took his cue from the first. By the time the boy caught up, she was crouched and scratching bellies.

"You're a bard! Oh my gosh, you're a bard!" He wheeled around without stopping. "I gotta tell my mom! Mittens! Thrasher! Come on!"

She found what passed for a tavern on her own, a square room at the front of the brewer's house. Stacking her skies on the rack outside, she pushed open the door. By the time the villagers began to gather, she was sitting by the fire with a rabbit pie and a mug of ale, her flute on the table beside her, her small harp on the other side of the room by the kegs.

Both harp and strings would have plenty of time to warm. She was the first bard they'd seen since Fourth Quarter festival, when Jarwin had Sung the sun back with them, and they didn't want entertainment as much as news. When as many as were coming had gathered, she Recalled King Theron's death and the official mourning, allowing her flute to speak when grief tightened her throat. Many of her listeners were crying openly so she moved from grief to hope to joy, guiding them through their emotions until the entire room leapt to their feet and cheered at the end of the Recall of Queen Onele's coronation.

Evicka listened to the excited chatter as she retrieved and began to tune her harp. This was why she was on a Long Walk in Fourth Quarter. The Bardic Captain was right. The bards did indeed weave the pattern that kept Shkoder together. She'd never seen it so clearly before.

And if he was right about that...

*

In the holdings, she played in the communal room where the extended family gathered for food and fellowship. Sometimes the holdings were small enough that the room was a kitchen with few delusions of grandeur and sometimes the holdings had spread a couple of generations around the original building into cottages of their own and the room was the next thing to a village inn. She shortened or lengthened the Recall as needed, sang the old favorites, taught new songs to those with musical if not bardic abilities and spent three days in a cattle holding Singing the comfort of the Circle to a dying matriarch whose last words suggested she'd been fairly flexible in her youth.

While the snow lasted she often had company on the trails, escorting a bard a valid reason for young to strap on skis, risk the weather, and seek the company of someone who wasn't a sister/brother/cousin. She accepted their company when it was offered and the drying matriarch's granddaughter had turned out to be fairly flexible herself.

Kovar sent air kigh to keep an eye on her and while she knew some of the older bards resented it, she couldn't understand why. He kept an eye on everyone. Well, everyone who Sang air. Sending the kigh out was one thing, expecting them to return to report what they'd seen without being sent back was another thing entirely. She'd heard they'd do it for Tadeus, but then he Sang only air so it made sense. And he was Tadeus. There was a senior fledgling, who Sang only water and Evicka worried a little about how lonely he'd be while Walking. Air was always around. Water, not so much.

"On the other hand," she muttered, pulling off a mitten with her teeth so she could scoop snow out of the gap between collar and skin, "air can be a little too present sometimes."

Evergreen needles whispered together as the kigh who'd dumped the load of snow on her, folded its ethereal body back on itself and sped away laughing.

She Sang First Quarter Festival in the guard tower at the Skhoden end of the Giant's Cleft, arriving early enough she had time to Sing a kigh off to Kovar with news of the pass before the celebration of the new year. The Duc of Somes principle seat was close enough Evicka could see smoke rising in the valley, but as tempting as Singing in an actual Center with other bards was, heavy sleet convinced her the shorter walk to the pass was definitely the better idea. 

The first day of First Quarter dawned bright and sunny – an ice covered world glittering almost painfully bright. 

"Road to Fox Hollow Mine isn't clear, exactly, but it was cleared twice last quarter so you got banks to follow at least, can't get lost. If you could get lost," Kavan added leaning against the tower, thumbs behind his swordbelt. "So where to after the mine?"

"Timber-holding..."

"Harap i'Destori's?"

Evicka nodded, tightening the final binding. "That's the one. Then another timber-holding across in Bicaz."

"You're checking up on the ex-assassin?"

She straightened and turned. "What do you know about her?"

Kavan shrugged. "Just what the songs say; that she saved Shkoder and found love." He rubbed the back of his neck, and Evicka waited. "Thing is," he said at last, "that's the empire, right through the pass there, and I'll tell you what they say about ex-assassins in the empire. They say that there's no such thing. They're assassins or they're dead and she's not dead. Assassins are weapons," he added solemnly, "and weapons will always find their way into someone's hand."

Tugging her left braid out from under her pack, Evicka frowned. The Bardic Captain wanted her to find out what Gyhard i'Stevana was planning and she realized that meant she needed to find out how he intended to use the weapon he'd been given. 

"I gotta say, I like the song about her brother, the one that's bodyguard to the prince." When Evicka stared at him, confused by the sudden change of topic, Kavan grinned. "Well struck the writhing victim cries upon the weapons kiss. Sweet pain I sheath your blade and die, for truth you did not miss." He waggled his eyebrows at her. "Now that's art."

 "You'd think so." He smirked and she held out her fist, pole dangling from the strap around her wrist. "Thank you for your hospitality." As Kavan touched his fist to hers, she aimed her voice at the top of the tower where the second guard kept watch across the pass. "And thank you, Aryana."

A faint smooth roads drifted down from the tower. 

"Speaking of smooth roads..." Kavan gestured down the gleaming slope. "You sure that's not just a little too smooth."

Evicka grinned and pulled on her mittens. "All I have to do is stay standing."

"It's not the standing," Kavan snorted. "It's the stopping."

He wasn't wrong.

Although the slope between the pass and the road to the mine wasn't particularly steep, by the time she reached it Evicka was moving far too quickly to make the turn safely. Leg muscles trembling with the effort of keeping her skies parallel, she Sang the four notes to call a Kigh. And then another. And then another. And then another. It took all four and a very emphatic Song to slow her enough and she still slid sideways for about five feet before skidding to a stop pointing more or less due east.

Kavan was right about the Fox Mine Road too. It was ice over snow but the banks from previous attempts to clear it made it impossible to stray. Grinning Evicka pulled out a silk rectangle from an outside pocket on her pack. Bards who Walked at this time of the year prayed for these kind of conditions. Sliding her poles down the channels sewn down the long sides, she raised the makeshift sail and called another Kigh.

The first thing she did, after reaching the mine, was send a kigh to Pjazef to tell him she'd halved the time it took to Walk between the pass and the mine 

He sent a kigh to tell her she was an enclosed idiot for risking broken bones, but his Song made it pretty clear he'd wished it had been him so she only laughed.

Snow kept her at Fox Hollow Mine for the next six days. She Recalled the death of the king, the coronation of the queen, checked to be sure the new tunnel wasn't heading toward water, and played harp/quintara duets with the foreman's twelve year old son. The new snow made the three nights sleeping rough after she left a lot more comfortable, the weight bringing branches of evergreens almost to the ground, creating her choice of shelters. 

As she reached Harap i'Destori's timber-holding, it started to rain, packing the snow down.

It was rain/snow/rain the whole time she was there and although the sky was clear the day she left, dark clouds crouched low on the horizon. 

"Be careful." Toryin, Harap's eldest daughter, tucked Evicka's scarf securely into her collar. "The snow pack is unstable at this time of the year and if you head straight across the border, you'll be crossing a lot of uneven ground. Why not go down river to Allin's Mill, take the road into Bicaz and then go up river from Janniton?"

"Because in a perfect world..." Evicka frowned at the horizon. "...that would take about ten days. I'm there in three if I travel as the kigh flies."

"The kigh fly," Toryin sighed. "Bards don't. Snow pack is neither water nor air and it moves quickly when it starts to slip."

Was Toryin worried about the journey or the destination, Evicka wondered. "So..." She tried to sound like it didn't matter and had a horrible feeling she'd failed dismally. "What can you tell me about them?"

"About who?"

"Gyhard i'Stevana and Vreyada Magaly. At the timer-holding."

"Never met them. But word is at the mill, by way of Allin's cousin's boy in Janniton, he knows what he's doing and she lets him take the lead."

Exactly what Kovar had been afraid of.

"I heard a few of the young folk around, you know, the ones at loose ends, headed out there for work. Joined them." Toryin made at loose ends sound like pulling the wings off flies. 

This was worse than Kovar had feared. If Gyhard was already gathering together the disenchanted or even just the young and easily influenced...

Out on the trail, she called a kigh and sent this new information back to the Bardic Hall. On day two, a kigh swept close with instructions to be careful.

"Careful? Never thought of that. I figured I'd challenge an assassin, a crazy man, and their hangers-on to a duel. Don't tell him that!" she added as the kigh flew lazy circles around her head looking intrigued. She Sang a gratitude and dismissed it before it got her in trouble.

Heading toward a man who'd taken himself outside the Circle, not once but many times, and who had control over one of the legendary and unstoppable blades of Jiir made bad trail conditions so much worse. The snow was wet and every time she stopped to wax her skies, sweat began to dry and the cold began to creep in under damp clothes and she couldn't remember the last time she'd had to put someone to sleep as a defensive move mostly because she didn't think she ever had. Water dripped from everything she passed beneath and the air kigh were sulking. On the third morning she'd Sung one off to Kovar, letting the Bardic Captain know she was hours from the timber-holding, but had no idea if her message had actually been delivered. Everything was so wet, she was half tempted to try sending a second message by way of water.

Evicka hadn't expected to be happy to see the timber-holding – not with its history, not with the undeniable danger posed by the inhabitants – but by the time she crested a hill and looked down into the river valley, she was thrilled by the prospect of dry boots in front of a large fire in or out of the Circle.

The holding stood at one end of a narrow valley close by where the river broadened into a natural basin. A high wooden stockade surrounded the buildings and she could see two lines of smoke smudging the sky. 

This was it. Eyes and ears of Shkoder. 

She settled her pack on her shoulders, dug in her poles, and pushed off.

The gate to the stockade was closed, dark splotches marking churned up snow.

As she grew closer, dark became red became blood... 

Had there been a fight? Were the young men and women who joining them then betrayed and used as targets by the assassin? She had to practice. Timber-holdings were dangerous places and "accidental" deaths not uncommon. 

Weight on her poles, Evicka got her breathing under control and called a kigh, sending it over the stockade walls. Was she already being watched down a crossbow quarrel? If the kigh returned to describe bodies or weapons or unnatural acts, would she be shot down before she reached safety? Should she enter pretending nothing was wrong and assume she could Sing them to sleep before they took her out? Would she...

A deer?

Relief made her knees feel a bit weak. Ignoring the fact that First Quarter was not the time to hunt deer given that the does would be close to giving birth, this was good news. She felt a little foolish assuming a person had been bleeding out in front of the gates. Even if Gyhard did have the assassin practicing her craft, he wouldn't have her do it right out where anyone could see. Of course, who'd wander by to witness it way out here...

"So, you coming in or just passing by?"

Choking to death on a lungful of spit would be an embarrassing way to die, Evicka admitted as she coughed and tried to catch her breath.  She hadn't even heard the small door to the right of the big gates open, hadn't seen the young woman standing there until she'd spoken.

This had to be Viryeda.

She wasn't very large and looked smaller under the layers of sweaters and scarves and quite possibly the lumpiest hat Evicka had ever seen. She should have looked overwhelmed by so much bad knitting, but she didn't. Evicka had no idea how someone could look competent just standing, holding a large bucket in one hand and a short handled shovel in the other, but she did. 

Her skin – what could be seen between hat and scarves – was the same deep olive as her brother's. Her dark eyes large and almond shaped. She was beautiful, the songs were right about that.

Then she moved and Evicka acknowledged the songs were right about her grace as well.

Who looked graceful holding a bucket and a shovel?

Vireyada Magaly.

She set the bucket down beside the blood, and began shoveling the stained snow into it with an economy of movement Evicka recognized from seeing her brother around the Citadel. 

"Vree!" A tall blond man, stripped down to his shirtsleeves, splash of blood on one sleeve, charged out through the door. "I said, I'd get it."

"I heard you."

"You hear me but..." He stopped. Peered at Evicka from under a messy fringe of hair. Frowned. "Who are you?"

"She's a bard," Vree answered before Evicka could. "Skied over from Harap's."

Evicka tried to look at them both at once. "How..."

"I can see the shape of a harp case in your pack and your tracks come down the hill not up the river."

Actually that was pretty obvious.

"And," she continued, "a breeze lifted a strand of hair off his forehead just before I came out. There's not enough wind today for that kind of an eddy inside the stockade.

"She notices things," the man said, as Evicka closed her mouth. He held out his fist. "Gyhard i'Stevana." 

He didn't look like a man who'd removed himself from the Circle. Like a man who'd murdered multiple times. He looked like a man. He looked tired. Frustrated. And like he was waiting for her to reply. "Evicka..." 

He followed her gaze down to his fist. "The blood. Right. Sorry. Found a deer this morning who'd slipped into a crevasse and broken his leg. Put him out of his misery and figured there was no point in wasting the me... Vree!"

Eyes rolling, Vree allowed him to take the full bucket from her. "I'll just take the bard inside then."

"You do that."

The open area inside the stockade looked like a butcher's yard. An older man was shoveling the stained snow into a bucket identical to the one Vree had taken outside and a young man and woman were stretching the deer hide out on a frame.

"I wanted to hang it for a few days," Vree said taking Evicka's poles as the bard bent to undo her bindings. "But Gyhard wanted it butchered immediately."

"And you always do what he wants?" It was what Kovar suspected. Evicka thought she'd kept her tone light but had clearly failed given the entirely blank expression on Vree's face. 

The ex-assassin stared at her for a long moment, then said, "No, not always."

But she would say that, wouldn't she?

Handing Evicka back her pole, Vree put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Work stopped. "Merlyn." The older man studied her from under lowered brows. "Hanya and Pjason." The couple nodded in unison. "Donal." Another large, muscular young man had just appeared from around the corner of a building. He waved as Vree called his name. "This is Evicka. She's a bard."

And Evicka found herself in the midst of a swirling mass of people, helping her out of her pack, taking her skis to put somewhere safe – Somewhere she couldn't find them? she asked herself – offering a hot bath, hustling her inside. She paused on the main building's long porch to answer one of Donal's questions and saw Vree and Gyhard by the gate. Vree spoke briefly. Gyhard's reply went on about three times as long. It looked as though he was asking her to do something. Vree refused. He asked again. The 2nd refusal was short and to the point. Too many people were talking around her – a fifth had met them on the porch – for Evicka to hear what was said but she had no trouble making it up.

The bard will find out.

I know. You'll have to kill her before she tells the kigh my... I mean, our plans.

I'm an ex-assassin.

There's no such thing. You can kill her tonight.

No.

That final no, at least, she was positive about and she held tight to it as she was lead into a small room off the kitchen and her damp clothes were peeled off her. She felt herself relaxing in the heat until she realized she was in what looked like an Imperial bathing room.

"Wait this is..."

"I know." Hanya laughed. "Vree insisted on it and Gyhard built it. Apparently, they bath a lot in the empire. Who knew? Well, I expect you knew because you're a bard and bards know everything, but it sure was a big surprise to me and Pjason when we got here. Bathed more since we got here back in Second Quarter than in the whole rest of my life." She smiled thoughtfully. "It's funny what you get used to though. Gyhard had to insist Donal use it but it makes Vree happy so..."

"He's invested in keeping Vree happy is he?"

Hanya flushed, hands twisting in the bulk of Evicka's sweater. She looked as though she knew she'd said more than she should. "He has his reasons."

Evicka thought of using Command, of forcing Hanya to tell her just what those reasons were, but she'd have to justify it later and she was so tired of being cold. She took a step toward the deep inset bath, but Hanya touched her arm.

"You get clean first, over the grate there. Draw what water you need from the boiler. There's fire underneath, but it's designed so it don't go out." 

"And Ghyard built this?" 

She glanced over her shoulder at the door. "He's right smart. Knows lots of stuff."

"You know his background..."

Her brows drew in. "Course I do. We all do. Can't help it what with the bards singing about him. But we don't care." That phrase had the force of repetition behind it. "We have a place here!" She closed her mouth with a snap as if afraid of what else she might say, turned on her heel, and left Evicka alone.

Gyhard had brought imperial building techniques into the heart of Bicaz. 

What else had he brought?

Besides an Imperial Assassin.

Evicka stayed in the hot water until her fingers started to pucker then she climbed out and wrapped herself in a bath sheet. Her pack wasn't in the bathing room and she could only hope they'd hung her clothes before a roaring fire.

Voices from the kitchen stopped her with one hand on the door latch.

"I swear, Stasya didn't find out from me!"

"Then why is another bard here only ten days later? She suspects something, Vree. I noticed it. You noticed it. Hanya noticed it."

"You think Stasya sent her?"

"It doesn't work like that. But I think Stasya might have said something that made someone suspicious."

"This will be a complete disaster if the bards get involved."

Gyhard's laugh had no humor in it. "I know."

"I won't have them ruin this."

"What are you going to do?"

"Find a way to silence her."

"Vree..."

"I can be subtle."

"You can be as subtle as a knife in the dark."

"That's subtle."

This laugh held humor. He found the prospect of her death funny. "Not really, love."

She couldn't stay. She had to leave. But she couldn't leave immediately, they'd know she was on to them and that would be the end of subtle. Under the hand clutching the bathsheet around her, she could feel her heart slamming against her ribs. Also, she was naked. She needed her clothes. And a reason to leave before dark...

No, there wasn't a reason. She'd have to stay until morning. She could stay awake all night, stay down in the kitchen in the light, tell them she was writing a song, couldn't sleep. She was a bard, she could make them believe it.

But first she had to let the Bardic Captain know he was right.

No. First she had to face Vree and Gyhard in the kitchen and lie through her teeth.

Deep breath.

Plastering on a smile made slightly doopy from so long in hot water, Evicka opened the door.

They both turned at the sound and Gyhard grinned. "Sorry about that, your clothes were all damp so Hanya is drying them by the fire. Don't worry. Your instruments are in a cooler part of the room. I'll get them for you."

As Gyhard left the room, Vree hitched one hip up onto the edge of the table and crossed her arms. 

"I need to let them know I'm here safely."

"Them?"

Why had she said them? "The other bards."

"Of course."

She took one step and stopped as Vree's left eyebrow rose independent of the right. "Like that?"

In a bath sheet.

But by the time she had her clothes, the kitchen had filled with the others who lived at the holding. Hanya and Pjason and Merylin and Donal, all talking at once, all asking her questions and telling her stories and keeping her from going outside to call the kigh without making the kind of a fuss that would give her away. Across the kitchen, Vree watched, amused. Much the way a cat watched a mouse, Evicka realized, the tilt to her eyes adding to the resemblance.

They were keeping her from Vree and Gyhard she realized. Running interference every time she tried to engage either of them. Every time she tried to pry out more information to send back to the Citadel.

After the food had been eaten and cleared away, they wanted her to sing. Stasya had Sung them the mourning and the coronation, but Stasya's information had come from the kigh and she'd filled in the details rest with common sense. Evicka had been there, at the funeral, at the celebration and maybe an eye witness account would remind everyone where their loyalties lay.

When she finished, Vree nodded from her place by Gyhard's side. It had looked a couple of times like he was going to touch her, but she'd flinched away. "His majesty was better to us than he needed to be," she said.

And now his majesty was dead and they could make their move.	

They gave her a lantern and told her she could write in the privacy of her own room.

"This place is bigger than the six of us need," Hanya said, leading her up the stairs, "but that'll change soon."

"More people are coming?"

She flushed again and changed the subject. "Vree and Ghyard, they offered me a place when I left my husband. He was, well, he was a violent ass and I walked out with nothing but the clothes on my back. I didn't have no other family and didn't know where to go or what to do and they said they had space and needed folk not afraid of working – although Gyhard also pointed out they needed people not afraid of cooking and Circle knows I can do that. I met Pjason here and hit it right off. Donal's his brother. They come from Ohrid. Eight and nine in a family what could give them nothing but good wishes. Merlyn, he killed a guy in a drunken brawl. He didn't meant to but the guy was still dead. He was chained to the road crew going into Janniton for five years then they let him go. No one else would give him a chance. Do you hear what I'm saying, Bard?"

That they took in the desperate and wrapped them in chains of obligation.

"I hear you."

"Good. This is your room. Stasya and Annice always use it so it's kind of the bard room. Room next to it is empty so don't worry much about noise."

It was a pleasant enough room. A bed, a chair, hooks on the wall opposite the window. Placing the lantern where the light wouldn't spill out into the night, Evicka pulled back the heavy blanket covering the shutters. There was no glass, not this far out and it looked like the shutters hadn't been opened since Third Quarter. She eased one a little way, heard it creak, and froze barely breathing.

After a moment, she heard the soft hum of voices.

Not the next room, but the room after. Mouth to the crack, she drew in a lungful of cold air and hummed the four notes to call a kigh. Not one strong enough to get all the way to Kovar, that would require volume, but one to help her turn the hum to words. With luck, the pounding of her heart wouldn't drown them out.

"It doesn't matter what she suspects, as long as she doesn't know." Gyhard's tone calmed, soothed, worked to keep his blade of Jiir sheathed.

"If she Sings up a kigh, they'll tell her."

"I'm not sure it works that way."

"I won't risk it."

"Vree, even if we stop her from calling a kigh while she's in the holding, she'll Sing one up as soon as she's out of sight."

"That doesn't matter. It'll take them too long to act on mere suspicion. We just need to keep her from finding out before she leaves."

"She's afraid of you." Gyhard sounded as if that upset him. If his plan required Vree to look like something other than what she was, it was doomed to fail. That was almost reassuring.

"I noticed." Vree, however, was stating a fact. People were afraid of her. It didn't bother her, it was just how it was. Evicka shivered.

Morning came only because morning always did. Even with the chair up against the door, even knowing she'd be back on her skis as soon as possible, Evicak had barely slept. Would've sworn she hadn't slept at all except she'd closed her eyes in darkness and opened them at dawn. She slipped downstairs, hoping she could get packed and away before anyone awoke, but Vree was already in the kitchen building up the fire. 

A piece of kindling in her hand – a piece of kindling Evicka had no doubt could be used as a deadly weapon – the ex-assassin raised her head and locked eyes with the bard. Like she didn't care what a bard could do. "Leaving without saying goodbye?"

"No." Because sneaking out would be admitting she knew and if they thought she knew they'd stop her. "Of course not." Even to her own ears, Evicka's laugh sounded false. "Hanya hung my clothes to dry. I thought I should get them packed before they were even more in the way. Than they were. Last night."

Vree merely nodded and continued to watch, predator patient, as Evicka scooped trousers and sweaters and underwear off drying racks and rolled them into her pack. She could feel the other woman's gaze like a warm weight against the back of her neck.

By the time she slipped the strings on her harp and carefully stowed both it and her flute the others were up and there was tea on the table and it might have been any morning in any holding since she'd left the Citadel,except for the way Vree's attention never wavered. It reminded her of dogs guarding their territory and that was a horrible thing to think about another person, but once it was in her head, she couldn't shake it. Somehow she managed to eat two pieces of toast. Vree had very little more. Made sense, she wouldn't load herself down if she needed to kill someone.

"Are you sure you have to go so soon?" Gyhard asked an interminable time later as the two of them walked her across the stockade to the gate.

"Nothing's falling from the sky." Evicka waved at the arc of blue with one pole. "This time of the year, I need to take advantage of it."

It sounded so normal except under his words she could hear Get out! And under hers, nothing at all – all subtext deliberately erased.

Vree remained silent, her teeth clenched, a muscle jumping in her jaw.

"You're heading to Janniton next?"

"That's right." She bent to strap on her skies.

"If I were you, I'd follow the river. Ice'll be solid for a week or two yet but given the whole freeze/thaw we've been having, I wouldn't trust a more direct route."

"Good advice, thanks." 

"Smooth roads, Evicka." He held out his fist.

He'd washed the blood off yesterday. She could still see it but she touched her fist to his. "Be safe."

Vree kept her hands to herself although Evicka saw they'd curled into fists anyway. She noticed things too.

*

The snow scraped against her skies, her weight barely cutting a visible track. There'd been a freeze in the night, but by the time the sun had been up for a few hours the surface would start to melt again. She needed to go as far as she could, as fast as she could before that happened. Approaching the far end of the valley, she whistled up a kigh. One still watched, it told her. It didn't know who. Maybe Gyhard. Maybe Dolan with his longbow. What was the range on a lowbow? Evicka had no idea so she concentrated on putting more distance between her and the holding. It wasn't until she went around the first bend of the river that the itch between her shoulder blades began to ease.

"Although he could hardly shoot through the pack, you idiot." If her laugh held a faint hint of hysteria, it was easy enough to ignore. 

Without slowing, she scanned the right bank for a way up and on to a high point of land. Following the loops of the river would add a day, maybe two to the trip. She didn't know why Gyhard wanted to delay her – well, not the specifics anyway – but she'd always intended to strike out across country the moment she was out of sight of the holding.

Immediately after she let the Bardic Captain know he was right.

It'll take them too long to act on mere suspicion. They didn't know Kovar had only wanted confirmation of suspicions he already had. Vree might not be as much under Gyhard's control as the Bardic Captain had feared, but the two of them were definitely planning to act against the security of Shkoder. 

A light rain began to fall and she'd begun to worry she'd have to remain on the river until Janniton when she finally spotted a slope gentle enough to climb in skis. At that, gentle enough was bardic in description. It wasn't a steep slope, but it seemed to go on forever. Her thighs were trembling, calves cramping when she reached the top and she paused for a moment, leaning on her poles before calling the kigh. Squinting back the way she'd come, she realized she'd climbed high enough to see back into the valley, although the mist made it hard to pick out details. She felt as though she were guarding the rest of Shkoder from Gyhard i'Stevana and the blade he wielded.

 When her lungs finally stopped burning, she licked the rain off her lips, took a deep breath, and sang the four notes to call the kigh, allowing them to ring out pure and loud. She was too far from the holding to matter even if they could hear her; it was more important now to call a kigh strong enough to get back to the Bardic Captain as quickly as possible.

Strong enough appeared not to be a problem. She had to brace herself not to be blown backwards, the rain making the kigh pissy and harder to control. Moving away from the edge, she added three notes for water. There was enough in the air that blending the call might help calm the kigh down long enough for her to sing the message.

You were right. Send reinforcements.

The kigh disappeared down over the edge of the bank as she Sang the first note that would send it to the Bardic Captain. She could still feel it though. It was just playing silly bugger. As she Sang the second, it came up through the snow at her feet.

That was diff...

A crack opened up under her right ski. The bank collapsed.

The world disappeared in a roar of white.

She hadn't known white could roar.

*

She'd been dreaming about flying but the blankets were wrapped around her so tightly they kept bringing her back to earth. She couldn't move anything but the fingers of her left hand no matter how much she struggled and something was tickling the right side of her neck. The tickling was annoying enough she forced herself to wake.

Wherever she was, it was dark.

Really dark.

Evicka wriggled the fingers of her left hand again.

Realized that's what was tickling her neck.

She had her head face down in the crock of her left elbow, left hand cupped awkwardly back around her jaw. Her right arm was stretched out to the side, extended to the point where her shoulder ached. She could hear nothing but the pounding of her heart.

The rasp of air moving in and out of her throat.

What the dream had told her was the edge of blankets pressed against her throat was harder than cloth. More painful. She tried to move back, easing the pressure, and her head pressed against a familiar shape. The edge of her harp case.

Her pack had twisted around and pressed down against her head and right shoulder.

The bank had collapsed.

She was buried in the snow, face down in an air pocket created by the angle of her arm and protected by her pack.

Stretching out her tongue, she touched snow.

And not a very big air pocket.

It wouldn't last long. She'd suffocate before she froze to death...

...although she hadn't been cold until that thought.

She'd counted two hundred and seventeen breaths, each dragged past the ridge pressed painfully into her throat, counting because it was better than just waiting, when she realized the air hadn't changed. It still tasted of snow and water and earth.

Either her pack hadn't been completely covered or the snow was porous enough air could get through. And if air could get through...

With breath number two hundred and eighteen, she called the kigh.

Tried to call the kigh.

Breath enough to keep her alive wasn't breath enough to whistle.

Or Sing.

Or panic.

When she woke again, the snow had melted beneath her cheek and she sucked up the water. The pain of swallowing put the pain of breathing into perspective. It might be better not to drink, to die faster rather than slower, but she drank anyway.

She was twenty-two.

Who died at twenty-two?

Her body had been bent at the waist, her legs up above her. She tried to wriggle her feet in case they were sticking up out of the snow, but she couldn't move them. She couldn't move anything but the fingers of her left hand and her face.

If she could work her flute case out of her pack, she could purse her lips. She might have enough air to play. 

Her fingernails scraped against the oiled canvas.

Shit. She'd lost her mitten.

They'd have to find it when they dug her out. She loved those mittens.

Five hundred and twelve breaths.

Another drink.

Had Gyhard trapped the banks? Told her not to leave the river knowing she would? Set this up to stop her from telling everyone what he was planning?

She didn't know what he was planning.

Something.

They knew she was suspicious. Therefore, there was something for her to be suspicious of.

Three hundred in. Three hundred out. It was good the numbers came out even.

Would the air kigh notice she'd died? Could they get close enough? Would anyone ever know?

Still not enough breath to whistle.

Four notes hummed. Nothing. Maybe because she had to breathe six times to do it.

Another drink.

She had to pee.

Pee was warmer than snow. Could she melt her way out?

Breath enough to keep her alive wasn't enough to laugh... 

...hysterically.	

She was thirsty when she opened her eyes again. Thirsty enough she had to have been out for a while. Her cheek was numb, but enough snow had melted under it she could inch her head around and bite at the snow.

There was always the chance she could eat her way out. It hurt to swallow. Hurt more? Ice an impact to keep it from swelling. Well, she'd certainly done that. She giggled. Choked. Coughed. Whatever dripped out her nose was too warm to be water.

Was it darker? 

A sound she didn't make. Three sounds. Crack. Slither. Thud. Temperatures dropped at night. Water froze. Ice expanded. Broke off.

If there was water in the snow...

Snow was water.

She was stronger in water than air.

Breath in three times. Hum.

Again. 

Again.

Nothing changed.

Twenty breaths.

Was it lighter? Her eyes were dry. Harder to get them open.

She could hear hissing. Snakes? Thousands of tiny snakes?

Rain.

Water under her cheek. Hurt too much to swallow. Except for her throat, the sharp lines of pain had dulled to aches. Not good, she suspected.

Suspicious. 

Gyhard i'Stevana is a multiple murderer who was pardoned against my advice.

I only know what the songs say.

I knew him before. Not well but I met him once. They say he's changed.

It doesn't matter what she suspects, as long as she doesn't know.

A sigh. Not from her. From the snow. 

A sudden jerk and the sharp lines of pain came back the fingers of her right hand twitched. Moved. Not in air. In water. The slide had broken through the ice. The river had washed away the bottom of the slide.

Breathe in three times.

Hum through her nose. Higher pitched but better for water to hear.

Again.

Again.

Who died at twenty-two? Tragic heroes.

There'd be a song. It'd be sad. Of course it'd be sad. She was dead. Who'd write it? Tadeus? She'd like that. But Tadeus was so busy she'd better write it herself. 

Alone. Alone. So far from home. Songs crushed....

What rhymed with crushed? Mushed? Rushed? Pushed? 

Same letters. Wrong sound. That was stupid. Who decided how things were spelled? 

If she'd gotten the notes of Kovars name out she'd be a conquering hero. Still dead though.

Thirty-one, thirty-two, twenty-seven... she kept losing count. She'd have to start over. Maybe she'd just leave her eyes closed. Her fingers wouldn't move anymore. Hardly surprising given the temperature of the water.

She could Sing fire. Not now. But she could. Fire was warm.

She wasn't actually cold. 

That probably wasn't good.

Sixteen. Seventeen. Seventeen. What came after seventeen?

"Because it was a slaughtering water kigh! Faster to start in the river and work our way up."

Not that.

Something warm closed around her hand.

"I've got her! Right arm. There's a pulse! She's alive!"

Good to know.

"Okay, the angle... her shoulder has to be here. Head's here then! Vree!"

What was he planning out here in the wild?

"I'm the lightest."

"But..."

"We don't want to compact the snow any further."

"What do you know about snow?"

Good question. The assassin and her brother were from the southern province.

"More than I want to."

Good answer.

She could hear scrabbling. Scrambling. Scribbling. No, that wasn't right...

Lots of light. Good thing she had her eyes closed.

"Doesn't look good." Sounded like the older man. Started with an em. If it was important she'd remember it later.

"Evicka? Can you hear me?"

Warmth against her cheek, then pressing gently against the back of her neck. Then what felt like a hundred tiny fingers going through her hair.

"Why is her hair moving?" Hanya. She remembered Hanya.

"Kigh. They couldn't get to her."

"Shouldn't they have gone for help?"

"As near as I can figure, they don't do much without being told. Get her legs uncovered while I move the pole off her throat."

"If she loses her voice..."

That would be bad but breathing was good too. An ethereal touch against her lips. Between her lips. Air that tasted of spring...

She opened her eyes to see Vree bending over her holding a long knife. "Don't talk. You haven't broken your neck so I'm cutting the pack free. We can ease you back at a better angle."

"Not... healer."

"No, but killing people teaches you a lot about what works and what doesn't. And what part of don't talk don't you understand?" She muttered, "Bards." 

Evika felt a sudden easing of pressure and a relief of specific pain amid the general. Then different pain. Lots of it.

"Dy...ing."

Vree nodded. "Maybe. But I'll say this for bards, you're in great physical condition. You might make it."

"Tell... me."

"What?"

Another sip of air. "What... can't they... know?"

This time when Vree said bards it sounded like profanity. 

"Dy...ing."

"Fine. I'm with child. His child. Gyhard's child," she added, although Evicka had assumed as much. "If the bards find out they'll tell Bannon before I can and you don't want that."

"You don't want that," Gyhard said from somewhere near. 

"Neither do you," Vree told him shortly.

"That's... all?"

Vree turned her attention back to Evicka. "All? That's..." Evicka watched her visibly struggling for the words. Her inability to hide that kind of vulnerability was the best indication of how big this was. "That's likely to get people killed if we don't tell other people the right way. Now shut-up."

She knew what Gyhard had been up to. Wait until the Bardic Captain found out. Giggling hurt.

A shadow and the em man appeared. Disappeared. "Throat's badly bruised."

Vree frowned. "I'm more worried about fingers and toes."

"Vree." Gyhard used the tone healers used when they said, We've lost her. She wasn't lost. She was found. She wanted to turn her head when Vree did, but couldn't. 

"Can we move it?"

"Not without a block and tackle and she won't live that long. Only the cold and the angle have kept her from bleeding to death already."

That really didn't sound good.

"Then we cut them off."

Them?

"You can't just..."

Vree cut Hanya off. "Or she dies." 

"When Donal brings the healer from Janniton..."

"She'll be dead before Donal gets back."

"But to cut off her legs!" That was Hanya's man. Pja-something. They were all here. Except Donal. That was nice.

"Or she dies," Vree repeated. She wrapped the hand not holding the knife around Evicka's chin. "It's your choice, Bard."

"Vree."

"She's aware, Gyhard. It's her life."

*

Evicka could hear Vree and the healer talking in the hall. From the sound of Vree's response, the healer had been giving Vree advice about the pregnancy with no idea of how lucky she was that Vree had stopped killing people. Glancing down at where the blankets lay flat against the bed, Evicka had to admit she remained skilled with a knife.

Half a dozen kigh came in through the open window, circled the room and left.  Now that Stasya and Annice were only a few hours out, they'd started to calm, but they'd been more trouble than they were worth for a while now. Every bard in Shkoder – as well as Karlene who was halfway between Shkoder and the empire – had checked in on her. The captain had been so invasive, Evicka had finally sent a kigh to Tadeus, begging him to intervene. 

Tadeus understood. Blind since birth, he'd spent his life teaching people to see him, rather than what they saw as his disability. 

She was rubbing the top her right thigh – the handspan left of it – when Vree knocked and came into the room. The ex-assassin had been surprisingly comforting. Blunt but not cruel. If Hanya's arms had provided a warm circle to weep in, Vree company had eventually stopped the tears because Vree treated her like a bard – like an annoyance inevitable when living in Shkoder.

"The healer tells me you'll regain the sensitivity in your fingers."

The healer had just removed the mittens stuffed with paste that smelled of cardamon. Evicka hoped the smell would fade. "She doesn't think she can save my toes though."

Vree actually snickered and Evicka grinned. The tip of her nose remained numb, but she'd been promised feeling would return to that as well. Grin fading, she patted the side of the bed. "If we're going to talk, we need to do it now. Once Stasya and Annice get here..."

"No one will get a word in edgewise. I know." Vree sat, her condition still hidden behind the bulky sweaters even though spring had finally come to Bicaz. She'd sat where Evicka's legs would have been – the only one in the holding who did. The others treated the space as though Evicka still maintained a claim to it. Vree treated it like an empty part of the bed.

"The Bardic Captain sent me here because he doesn't trust Gyhard."

"He trusts me?"

"He thinks Gyhard controls you."

Vree snorted. "I've met Kovar. He doesn't think, he reacts. He finds what Gyhard did to survive abhorrent and everything builds on that. He feels sorry for me..." She raised a hand when Evicka opened her mouth. "He objects to how assassins are trained. Because of this, he can't believe I could willingly..." Cheeks suddenly flushed she ran a hand through her hair.

"Love?" Evicka asked, amused.

"...make a life with Gyhard. He sees the knife, but never stops to consider the person holding it."

Kovar saw Vree as the knife and an abomination holding it but Evicka understood what Vree was saying. "He hears one note and believes he knows the whole song."

"If you have to get bardic about it."

"You don't mind?"

"That you get bardic?" She grinned as Evicka stuck out her tongue, but sobered immediately. "That you followed the orders of your captain? I spent most of my life following orders. That Gyhard and I are considered dangerous? That's fact. That Kovar is the wrong person to command the most powerful force in Shkoker? That I mind."

"The bards aren't," Evicka began but trailed off under Vree's level gaze. She could see how it looked to an outsider, but the bards weren't a powerful force. They were the eyes and ears of Shkoder. 

When she told that to Vree, the assassin raised a brow. "Your captain's words? Seems like something's missing."

Before Evicka could explain, half a dozen kigh roared in through the window and nearly shoved Vree off the bed.  Stasya and Annice had arrived.

*

Stasya accompanied her as far as Vidor, the two of them together Singing a strong enough water to tame even a First Quarter river. They shot the rapids just above Janniton in a channel of kigh then pried the healer's grip from the gunnels and dropped her off muttering about bards and insanity which was a huge improvement on previous muttering about infection and scarring.

Stasya handed her off to Tadeus at Vidor and the two of them took the riverboats down to Elbasan. The docks butted up against the river inns and the boatmen vied to carry her the distance. Usually because they thought it would get them a chance with Tadeus. Once or twice because they figured it would get them a chance with her. She wasn't ready for that yet, but it was good to know that someday she could be. Tadeus played every night for appreciative crowds. Evicka sang a few harmonies but mostly hid behind his harp and voice. At the Rivermaiden, when the crowd called for The Assassin's Love Song, he grinned and handed her his harp. 

Walking would have to be redefined, but the crowd's reaction let her know she hadn't lost any of what made her a bard. Although that night she cried in Tadeus' arms for what she had lost.

Pjasef met them in Riverton with a wheeled chair.

"I had my father add straps here for your flute and here..." He spun the chair to show her. "...for your harp. This is the light one, for getting around the city and the Citadel, but he's working on a heavier one that'll take the weight of a pack without slowing you down. He figures he can make a small donkey cart you could get in and out of on your own with the chair hooked low on the back so you could still walk anywhere the roads go. Uh... " he leaned closer to Tadeus. "Why is she crying?"

She punched him in the thigh. "Because you heard the whole song, you ass!"

That night they wrote another verse. 

Nine months and three days after she left, Evicka returned to the Citadel. 

Marija was back on the gate. She frowned, pushed her hair back out of her face, and said, "I can't put my finger on it, but there's something different about you."

As the gate guards looked everywhere but at the two of them, Evicka rolled over her foot.

When she finished cursing, Marija cupped Evika's face in both hands, bent and kissed her gently. "I'm glad you're not dead."

"Most of the time, so am I." No point in lying to a bard.

"When you hit a dark time, come find me. We'll get drunk and make up embarrassing songs about the men we've slept with."

Behind her, one of the guards made a sound that might have been a protest.

The Citadel courtyard was nearly empty – a page charging across at full speed, two courtiers hurrying in the opposite direction, their heads together, the bardic captain waiting by the entrance to the Bardic Hall. Evicka took a deep breath and wheeled toward him.

Nine months and three days. Long enough to build a whole new person.

"I thought Pjasef..."

"Pjasef delivered the chair. He didn't need to deliver me."

"Yes. Of course. As you mean to go on..." The captain rubbed his hands together, clearly distressed. "I sent you there. I sent you to them. She cut off your legs..."

"To save my life. She wasn't torturing me at Ghyard's command." No surprise really when the captain didn't see the humor. Evicka sighed. "If this had happened anywhere else, I'd have died. If Vree hadn't seen the kigh..."

"She sees kigh?"

The water kigh Evicka had Sung had gone off with some urgency, but no direction. "She saw water running against the current."

"That's not..."

"She notices things."

"Of course. Her training." He was thinking of how Gyhard could use that, the concern clear on his face, but he shook it off and bent to touch her lightly on the shoulder. "Evicka, I am so sorry."

It wasn't sympathy. Well, it was sympathy, but it was mostly apology.

"I failed you," he continued. "I am responsible for the bards as the bards are responsible for Shkoder."

Evicka had Recalled the death of King Theron and the coronation of Queen Onele all the way to Bicaz. She wondered what their majesties would think of Kovar's set of responsibilities.

"The healers have said they want to see you."

"Before or after my Recall?"

"Your Recall?" All bards returning from a Walk gave their Recall first to the captain and then a more detailed version to a scribe. All bards. Except, apparently, bards without legs."

She looked at him the way Vree had looked at her.

"Of course..." He cleared his throat. "I'll take your Recall when they're done."

Evicka looked pointedly at the broad stone steps leading up into the Bardic Hall. The captain flushed. He hadn't yet glanced below her waist and he didn't now. 

"We can use the library. It's on the first floor and there are doors leading out into the gardens. We'll have to build a ramp and my office... I'll have to move my office. You can teach, of course. Let me assure you, Evicka, there will always be a place for you in the Bardic Hall."

"Because I'm a bard."

He looked confused and she suddenly felt very tired. 

"I'll go see the healers now, Captain." Evicka pulled at the cuffs of her leather gloves – Tadeus had given her three pairs, declaring she couldn't possibly wear black every day – and rolled back, giving herself space to turn. A passing breeze lifted her hair and she thought she heard Vree say, "Seems like something's missing." The captain wanted the bards to be the eyes and ears of Shkoder. Who then was the voice? "Captain?"

"Yes?" His gaze skittered past her.

She almost asked. Closed her teeth on it in the end, needing to think about things a bit longer. "I'll send a kigh if they're going to keep me for long."

She could feel people watching her from the windows, but that was understandable. People always watched bards. 
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It was a long fall from Clan Heir to common thief, but Aaron never wanted any part of his father’s brutal outlander reign. In fact, besides coin purses and jewels, there’s very little in all of Cisali that interests Aaron, until he stumbles—quite literally—into a prince’s bedchamber…

Prince Davish of Ischia is a skilled swordsman both on the field and beneath the sheets, at least when he isn’t outrageously drunk. But the wine helps him forget all the ways he’s disappointed his father, his family, and soon enough, his young bride-to-be…

A trained Wizard of the Nine with more raw talent than real-world experience, Princess Chandra has no interest in the politically arranged marriage. She flees to the royal city of Ischia seeking a way out of the union. But there, she discovers something far more shocking than Prince Davish’s rakish reputation…

The Stone of Ischia has been stolen. A powerful talisman, The Stone protects the city from the active volcano that looms over its terraces and streets. Without it, Ischia will be destroyed and the kingdom of Cisali will fall. Its only hope is an unlikely band of heroes—a failed thief, a drunken prince, and a runaway wizard—who must face pirates, powerful magic, and their own carefully guarded secrets in order to find and restore the Stone of Ischia.
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The Bards of Shkoder hold the country together. They bring the news of the sea to the mountains, news of the mountains to the plains. They give their people, from peasant to king, a song in common. Annice is a rare talent, able to Sing all four quarters, but her brother, the newly enthroned King Theron, sees her request to study at the Bardic Hall as a betrayal. But Annice renounces her royal blood and swears to remain childless so as not to jeopardize the line of succession. Ten years later, she’s on the run from the Royal Guards with the Duc of Ohrid, the father of her unborn child, both of them guilty of treason – one of them unjustly accused. To save the Duc’s life, they’ll have to cross the country, manage to keep from strangling each other, and defeat an enemy too damaged for even a Bard’s song to reach.
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Trained to kill from childhood, siblings Bannon and Vree have only known life as assassins in the Imperial Army. When their latest target steals Bannon’s body for his own, Vree saves her brother by dragging his spirit in to share hers. But two assassins in one body is one assassin too many. To save both their lives, they must abandon the only life they’ve known, risking Imperial ire and possible execution, to regain Bannon’s body. It isn’t until after they capture Gyhard, the body thief, that they realize they can’t force him to do anything while he holds Bannon’s body hostage. Gyhard is willing to trade Bannon’s body for their assistance. All they have to do – while being hunted for desertion and dealing with an unknown power able to Sing the dead out of the grave – is betray the oaths they’ve lived by and help Gyhard secure the body of an Imperial Prince.
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Vree heads north to Shkoder with two kigh struggling to co-exist in a single body. Although the odds aren’t in their favour, there’s a chance, a small chance, the Bards can find Gyhard a body of his own without anyone else having to die. No one, from the guard on the Citadel gate to the King himself, wants them anywhere near the single Healer who can Sing the Fifth Kigh. No one except Magda, the Healer, whose heritage has taught her that things are not always as they seem. In the end, Bardic suspicion becomes the least of Vree’s problems. The dead walk in the mountains of Shkoder, kigh confined in rotting corpses, and Gyhard’s past returned to haunt them. Hunted by the Bards and the Healer’s family, Vree, Gyhard and Magda head for the mountains to try and Sing Gyhard’s past to rest.
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Benedikt Sings the most powerful water in the kingdom, but water is the only Quarter Benedikt can sing, which isolates him from the Bardic Captain and his fellow Bards. When the Queen of Shkoder outfits a voyage to discover the lands across the sea against the Bardic Captain’s objections, Benedikt is the only Bard willing to brave the Captain’s wrath and volunteer. In uncharted waters, a storm strikes and the kigh of the deep seas rise. All of Benedikt’s skill is unable to save ship or crew. Shipwrecked in an unfamiliar country and unable to send word to Shkoder of the ship’s fate, Benedikt must play the part he’s been given: a pawn in the game of politics and religion between brother and sister — who both intend to use his Song to their advantage. As the Queen waits for word, the kigh of the deep seas rise again…


THANK YOU FOR READING

This ebook has been brought to you by JABberwocky Literary Agency, Inc.

Did you enjoyed this JABberwocky ebook? Please consider leaving a review! To see what other ebooks we have available, visit us at http://awfulagent.com/ebooks/.

Help us make our ebooks better!

We’d love to hear from you, whether it's just to say how much you liked it, if you noticed any errors or formatting issues, or if you have any other comments about this title. Send us an email at ebooks@awfulagent.com.
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