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      I saw her from across the room. Most men would, I suspect.

      She looked everything like the drawing I’d been given, and nothing. Dark hair ran in ringlets down her neck, ending in the middle of her back. Full lips were stained with a hint of crimson from the cup of wine she casually sipped. Pale eyes, flecked with green I should have recognized, scanned the room as if she knew others were watching. Even her purple dress, the style rare in Eban, its soft neckline hiding generous cleavage, showed just enough of her long, graceful legs to draw attention. She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen.

      How was I going to kill her?

      All I had to find her was the name of the tavern and the drawing. No name. That was unusual for Orly. The thief-master typically had more than a name; he had a lengthy list of reasons the person needed to be removed, almost a list of offenses. For me, that mattered.

      I didn’t have that with this woman. Only her picture. And the damned tavern. For twenty gold tils. Too much for the woman, but Orly knew I wouldn’t refuse that much gold, just as he knew the resemblance to Talia would drag me into this.

      I leaned away, careful not to stare too long, rolling a long dart between my fingers. A simple flick of the wrist and the toxin would take hold, yet I hesitated. It wasn’t the idea of killing her that bothered me. Not much, at least. A woman like her would have protection or else she wouldn’t be in a place like the Durven.

      This place stank of spilt ale and sweat. The floor was little more than packed dirt. Tables and chairs were rough hewn, threatening splinters as you sat along them. Even the ale was rotten, tasting more bitter than smooth. Nothing like the nicer taverns in Eban, places like the Brite Pot where I preferred to frequent, even now that Talia no longer ran it.

      No, the Durven was a place for thieves and gamblers. Men like me. A place where serving women and whores all competed to see who could remove coin from hand the fastest. For a woman like her to be found here meant protection, and likely something different than the Binders.

      My hand touched the short sword concealed under my cloak as I pocketed the dart, trying to determine who might be with her. A smoky fire in the back of the room created a haze I couldn’t easily see through. Likely intentional in a place like the Durven. Too few lanterns hung on hooks around the tavern, giving only flickering light. My Sight let me see through the haze, but I saw only a table with three old men gaming at dice and a fat man sitting alone along the back wall. Hints of motion, mere shimmers of shadow, shifted in the far corner where I couldn’t see well.

      A half-dozen prostitutes, faces painted to draw men’s attention, circulated through the tavern. They left the old men gaming and the fat man alone. Soon the tavern would fill with better-paying customers. Then it would be harder to make my move.

      One of the serving girls approached. A plump one, breasts nearly exposed, practically bounced up to my table. Clearly I had been too free with my coin. Either that or she recognized me. With my connection to the Binders, the network of spies throughout Eban ran by the tavern mistresses, it was hard to know.

      I waved her away and used the opportunity to shift in my seat, trying and failing to see into the corner. I kept the woman in my line of sight.

      She had to have protection. Could it be the Binders?

      I doubted Orly would make that mistake again. That meant alternative protection. No lady like her would set foot in the Durven without any. And I couldn’t make my move without knowing where it was, not if I wanted to keep my skull intact.

      I looked back at the woman, unable to avert my eyes. Damn Orly and this assignment. A woman like her deserved to be catered to. Or better yet—plied with drinks and brought home and bedded. Not killed like some common thief.

      Of course, were she a common thief, I wouldn’t have been sent.

      I bet the old man didn’t even know what she looked like. Better yet, maybe he did. That almost made me chuckle. Maybe that’s what drew his ire. Wouldn’t put it past the old man to put out a hit on some lady who ignored his advances. Or his coin.

      I’d been sitting here long enough. Soon I’d have to either order food or get the attention of one of the prostitutes. I was in no mood for either. The only other option was reaching the tavern mistress, but my connection to the Binders wasn’t what it once had been.

      I still hadn’t learned why Orly wanted this woman dead. I had to know. The killing was easy. It was the why that mattered.

      I stood from the table and started toward the woman, pulling my cloak around me. The cooler nights gave an excuse for the cloak but still marked me as a traveler, a foreigner. Useful since I was neither. The nervous flicker of her pale eyes told me she had seen me. She turned slowly to look away, careful not to make it too obvious.

      The price Orly put on this woman was enough to get the job done quickly. Not that it mattered. That much coin pretty much assured this woman would be dead soon, whether it was me or another of Orly’s assassins. I’d just as soon keep the coin.

      “Hey there, stranger.”

      I ignored the painted prostitute veering in front of me, her eyelids tinted purple and blooms of pink bursting along her cheeks. Her thin dress hung ragged and nearly translucent, clinging to her round body, leaving nothing to the imagination.

      “Not interested,” I grumbled and slid to step around her.

      The woman grabbed my wrist and turned me. She stood on her toes, breasts perking toward my chest. She was tall for a woman but still I towered nearly a foot over her. “You sure are a tall one. So many things I would do with that long brown hair of yours.” She smiled and fluttered her eyes, keeping her hand on my wrist. “I could make a man out of you tonight. Give you a reason to grow a beard,” she purred. “Only five coppers and I’m yours—”

      “I’m sure you would be,” I said, grabbing her hand and peeling it off my arm, “but I’m really not interested.”

      “Another girl, maybe? You could have us both. Just eight coppers for that. No other bargain like that in Eban.”

      I looked at her and gave her my best smile. She smiled at me, her face full of the hope of the coin she could earn. I really had been too free with it tonight. At a place like the Durven, a little copper went a lot farther than other places.

      Once I knew she looked, I blinked slowly to reveal my eyes, the dark green a declaration. I knew the effect it would have, especially if she’d heard the rumors of my presence in Eban.

      She stepped back, the seductive smile fading from her mouth as she stepped away from me. Not as quick as some, but a reaction still. “Maybe another girl, then.”

      I snorted and turned back toward the lady.

      She was gone.

      Damn.

      I should have known better. The woman was clever, I’ll give her that. I wasn’t sure how she managed to use the prostitutes as a distraction, but at least now I finally knew what her protection was. And I was still no closer to getting to her.

      She hadn’t slipped out the front door. It had been in view the entire time the other had distracted me. Other than a pair of men stinking of the docks, no one else had come in or out.

      I hunched over, knowing it made me look shorter—less intimidating at least—and made my way back to my table and took a seat. Not much choice but to wait and see if she would return.

      The others left me alone as the night grew longer. The Durven grew busier, men slowly filing in to find a place to sit and drink. Many disappeared with one of the painted women for a while before reappearing. Still my target did not return.

      As far as I knew, there was no other entrance to the Durven. She was still here, somewhere. I considered searching the place, but the idea of going room to room in a place like the Durven without anyone watching my back made me nervous. Even a plump woman—Binder or not—could put a knife in your back.

      I waited until well after midnight. The tavern had grown quiet, slowly emptying. The women began to disappear and not return. She was not coming back. I couldn’t believe a lady like that would hole up in a place like the Durven. She must know someone was after her.

      She did now, at least. I should’ve been more careful. If I was being honest with myself, I should’ve been more careful with the entire night. I had the woman in sight and let her get away.

      Was it the coin or something else?

      A woman like her was distracting, even to me. And I knew better.

      At least I still had time before one of Orly’s other assassins got to her. None of the others had my gifts, my Sight. All would want the coin.

      As much as I hated the idea, I’d have to come back. Catch her by surprise. Get her away from the tavern and whatever protection existed for her here. First I would learn why, and then, if the reason was right, I’d kill her.

      I sighed. Sometimes it was hard being unlike other assassins.
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      Orly looked at me with his weathered face, flat grey eyes nearly as intimidating to me as my own green-tinted eyes were to others. He wore a simple dark jacket and pants that belied their likely cost. Short-cropped hair was peppered with white, but his wiry frame remained lithe. I had seen him kill with nearly as much skill as I could manage. I dared not underestimate him.

      It had been months since I’d seen him. The jobs were less frequent now than they once had been. I knew Orly had others he hired, men who wouldn’t ask the questions I asked and who didn’t have the same thoroughness when it came to killing. They were easier hires, which made them easier to follow, and easier to stop if the job was wrong. I suspected Orly knew I intervened, which made his hiring me for this task all the more surprising.

      He met with me in his private office, standing along the far wall as I entered. Most would presume that a sign of respect, but I knew better. For Orly, it was his way of ensuring his safety. There was no way out but the single door manned by two of his personal guards.

      The office was well appointed, not surprising given Orly’s wealth and the way he now tried to portray himself as something other than a thief-master. Shelves covered the walls, stuffed with books bound in leather—a luxury few would have, let alone display. A few ornate ceramics decorated the shelves. I recognized work from Yilan and Cort. Exotic and expensive. A thick rug covered the ground, woven with intricate patterns I didn’t recognize. A large stone fireplace set along the back wall glowed softly, giving the room its only light. A smoky haze hung in the air, probably only visible to me.

      “Galen,” he began, saying my name with a mix of respect and ownership. I hated the way he managed to do that. “Have you taken care of that task I have asked of you?”

      Orly turned to the small table next to him and poured a small cup of wine from a slender glass bottle. Another one of his excesses; few could afford such delicate glass and here, Orly almost flaunted it. I was sure it was impressive for most, but I had seen this trick countless times. He brought the cup to his nose, carefully swirling it and inhaling before taking a drink.

      “You know I have not.” No use lying to Orly. He was too well connected in Eban for me to pull off. It wasn’t only that he controlled most of the underworld throughout the city, but he bribed his way through the ruling class as well. He’d come a long way from the upstart thief I’d met so many years ago, while I remained nothing more than a thief.

      “You will lose your prize, then,” Orly said, taking a slow drink.

      “You know I will not.”

      He set his glass down and laughed. It was harsh, like a wolf howling, and almost hurt my ears. A flicker of amusement crossed his eyes. “Probably not, Galen. Others may try, though.”

      “Of course,” I said. I had long ago learned that Orly rarely trusted in a single assassin. When he decided you were dead, someone would get to you. For the right reason, that often meant me.

      “You have decided, then?”

      I smiled. An assignment from Orly was never an order, not really. At least not when it came to me. For the longest time, I had enough coin that I didn’t need to take his jobs, but the money from Carth had begun to run out and I’d need to restock my supplies eventually. If she ever returned to Eban, I suspected she’d bring more of the darts I preferred, but with her, there was no telling when that might be.

      “Not completely.”

      He arched his brow. “Really?”

      “I trust you’ve seen her?” I asked.

      A dark smile fell on his face and I wondered if I had been right. Had she slighted him? “Have you?” he asked, leaning forward.

      There seemed more to this than a simple inquiry. Did he want to know where I found the woman? I wouldn’t put it past him to use that knowledge to send other assassins after her. He didn’t really care who did the job; the same amount of coin left his purse. But it mattered to me. Others did messier work, leaving too many dead. Such killings as this should be quiet and leave only doubt behind.

      “I have,” I answered.

      “Hmm.”

      Orly turned and poured another glass of wine. He touched his small finger to the top edge of the glass as he poured. He held it out, offering it to me.

      I took the glass, eyeing it carefully. As I swirled the wine, I saw the faint shimmer of powder mixed into the wine. A delicate attempt. Without my Sight, I might have missed it. “What is it?”

      Annoyance flickered across his face. “You always know, don’t you, Galen?”

      I nodded. “The day I don’t is the day I retire.”

      Orly’s sudden smile would make another man squirm. I saw it every time I met with him. “It will be.”

      I inhaled deeply, carefully. Bitter. A hint of spice. Exotic. “Tchinth powder,” I said. “Brutal.”

      And expensive. Currently almost impossible to acquire, it was made from seeds from the tchinth flower, which bloomed only once every seven years. Even a small dose would cause significant swelling, puffing of the mouth and lips. Most wouldn’t survive, suffocating slowly. I had used tchinth powder more than once. It made for a clean kill, as the swelling disappeared almost as soon as the victim died.

      “I have only heard of its effects,” Orly admitted.

      I tilted my head toward the glass. Orly enjoyed testing me, though I doubted he expected me to fail. “Perhaps you would like to see them firsthand?”

      Orly laughed. Again, the sound grated on me. “Another time, Galen.”

      I pulled the glass to my nose and inhaled again. Orly knew of the toxic effects of tchinth, but did he know of its other uses? Probably not. Like most men in his position, he thought only of killing, never of healing. Of course, since coming to Eban, I was not so different.

      “What has she done?” I asked softly. I twisted slightly, missing the weight of my sword. Weapons were not allowed in Orly’s presence. I had to leave sword and cloak in the front room of Orly’s borrowed home, never certain if they would be there when I returned. Not my pouch, though. That I refused to leave. Of all my possessions, it was the most valuable.

      Orly knew I was never truly unarmed. I suspect I was one of the few he let get near him with anything close to a weapon. It was the reason for the two men standing to either side of his door.

      “Getting soft? A woman like that usually has the opposite effect.”

      I smiled at that, inhaling the tainted wine again. “Could be I am.”

      He frowned, watching me with the wine glass, an unreadable expression staining his wrinkled face. “If you weren’t so damn skilled, I would have no use for you.”

      I tilted my head in a token of thanks. “You keep testing me.”

      “And you keep passing.”

      I pulled myself up to my full height, coming uncomfortably close to the ceiling as I did. “They haven’t been difficult tests.”

      Orly met my eyes, now flared a deep green, and didn’t blink. He was the only one who didn’t. “Will knowing make this task easier for you or harder?”

      “Without knowing, I can’t guarantee I’ll take the job.”

      Orly smiled again. “Twenty gold tils. Enough for most men to last a decade.”

      I shifted slightly, considering simply leaving. I’d left money behind before. “I’m not most men.”

      “That’s why it’s twenty,” he said. He picked up the delicate bottle of wine and tossed it into the fire at the back of the room.

      I grunted. Such waste. “Why did you call me here?”

      Damn him for summoning me. At least while watching the Durven, I could keep my eyes open for the others he’d sent. I’d already dispatched two, though they clearly expected an easy target. The promise of twenty gold tils would bring out all sorts of real and would-be assassins.

      “The job is more than just the woman.”

      “You don’t want the woman dead?”

      “My plans for the woman have not changed. See that it’s finished. Keep it clean. But she has something I want returned. You will receive your payment when I have the item.”

      “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “It is now.”

      “Is that why you want her?” I asked. “She stole from you?”

      He shrugged. “Do you really need the reason? Twenty for the girl and the return of my property.”

      “What is it?” I asked. A strange request, even from Orly, and I’d received plenty of strange requests from him over the years.

      “There will be others working with her,” Orly said, ignoring the question. “See that they are dispatched as well. Five gold apiece.”

      I blinked, startled for the first time. “A high price to pay for just one woman.”

      “The woman is still twenty. The others are five.”

      I thought of all the others in the Durven, counting nearly a dozen regulars. I suspected all helped the woman somehow. At least hiding her, if not outright protection. Sixty gold on top of the twenty already offered. Quite the price for one woman. By far the most Orly would have ever paid me at once.

      A different thought bothered me. How many were women Carth protected?

      Orly had challenged her once—and lost. If he intended to make a push at her network again, I wouldn’t be a part of it.

      He watched me, and a hint of a smile parted his mouth. “They’re not Binders, if that’s what you fear.”

      I snorted. “I think you should fear that as well.”

      “I don’t fear Carth of C’than.”

      “You should. Others do.”

      “I’m not like others.”

      “Tell me honestly that you want no part of her network.” I had friends there, and for a man like me, that was valuable.

      He turned toward the fire. “I want the girl and what she stole. That is all. Twenty gold and five for each protecting her.”

      “I hope your coinpurse is full,” I said, twisting the glass between my fingers.

      “You’ve always been paid in full.”

      “That’s why I keep taking your jobs.”

      He grunted. “This needs to be done soon.”

      What threat could a woman like her pose to Orly? “Rushing will only lead to mistakes.” Not from me, but I couldn’t say the same about the others who had been made the same offer.

      He continued staring at the coals in the fire. “Soon, Galen.”

      “She’s just a woman.”

      He looked up, and the heat in his eyes almost made me take a step backward. “Do not question, or you will find a price on your head twice as large.”

      This time, I was intentional about my eyes when I blinked. “If it ever comes to that, you better offer more than that for my head.”

      The heat didn’t fade from his eyes, but he smiled. “Do the job.”

      I nodded slowly. “I will consider.”

      As I turned to leave, Orly said, “You can leave the wine behind.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh? And why not?”

      I looked back and he watched me, a curious expression across his wrinkled face. “Consider it my price for the meeting.”

      Orly laughed as I slipped between his guards and left. I wondered if he knew how much I hated that sound.
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      The rooftops around the Durven were no cleaner than the buildings. There were times I wished I didn’t have Sight and this was one. Bird droppings coated slate shingles dampened with an evening dew, threatening to send me sliding to the street below. A few dead pigeons lay scattered. For some reason, I cringed when a cat grabbed one and skulked away with it clenched in its jaw. Darkened shadows of bats fluttered overhead as they flew out for their evening hunt.

      In spite of all that, the air smelled clear and crisp. A hint of breeze fluttered across the roofline, bending and sliding around the buildings. Nothing like the salt air of my home, but still after all the years I’d spent here, I’d grown accustomed to the smell of the Eban air. A hint of rain hung on the breeze. The grey clouds hovering in the darkened sky and hiding the thin sliver of moon told me that for once, the threat was real.

      The street below me was quiet. A rat scurried in the alley, shuffling through the pile of refuse overflowing a small bin. Otherwise, the street was empty. Down the narrow street, near the corner, a small lantern cast a dark smoke that drifted lazily until it reached the breeze. Poor-man’s oil, I’d once heard it called. A fitting name. Oil used in this part of town never burned clearly, not like the oil used in other parts of Eban. I’d taken advantage of the fact more than once.

      I turned my attention to the Durven. Like many buildings built in Eban, the stone had sunk in the soft ground over the years until the entrance opened underground. A narrow stair led to the door, leaving only one entrance. The pair of lanterns hanging on either side of the door had been lit earlier in the evening. Now they only smoldered, giving no light to the stairs. Fortunately, I didn’t need much light to see. So far this evening, I’d seen several men enter, but none had left. As far as I could tell, the woman wasn’t there. When she returned, I’d be ready.

      So I crouched, waiting.

      A shadow moved through the alley, drawing my attention.

      The movement wasn’t subtle, and not done with much skill. It was the kind of thing I’d feared when Orly thought to tempt me with additional coin. The price he offered amounted to a small fortune and risked turning simple thieves into something else.

      I jumped from the roof and tracked the shadowed figure as quietly as I could manage. He approached the Durven, a crossbow in hand.

      Crossbow. It was a terrible weapon. Good for killing, but too indiscriminate.

      Checking my pouch, I loaded one of my darts and rolled it between my fingers.

      The man hesitated.

      Had I been too careless?

      I doubted it, but maybe the man had more talent than I gave him credit for. He turned, crossbow pointed toward me.

      My dart flew faster than he could react.

      It caught him in the cheek, the coxberry I’d loaded quickly seeping into his blood. Coxberry was a sedative, and a powerful one at that. In a dose high enough, it would slow anyone and was easy enough to source, even here in Eban. Coxberry had the added benefit that it was cheap.

      He dropped to the ground.

      I grabbed his crossbow and took the bolts from his quiver. I’d dispose of those elsewhere. Dragging the man into one of the alleys, I tapped him with a little more coxberry, enough to let him sleep for hours. Long enough that I would have time to do what I needed without worry that he’d interfere.

      As I left the alley, I came across two others, both carrying swords, and neither moving all that stealthily.

      Two darts dropped them.

      I left them near the first man, taking their swords.

      If I had to remove each of the assassins Orly sent, I might be in for a long night. Which meant I had better get answers quickly so I could make a decision.

      Searching the streets around the tavern, I found them empty. For now.

      Climbing back to the rooftop, I left the swords and the crossbow bolts out of reach. Few used the roofs of Eban like I did, so I doubted I had to worry all that much about others coming up here and grabbing them.

      I settled in to watch.

      Anyone else I saw, I’d hit with darts.

      As I sat there, I worked through the questions I had. How much longer would the alley remain empty before others decided to try their hand at my craft? When would I have to stop using coxberry and switch to something more definitive? I didn’t want to kill the others, but I might want the job.

      It left me knowing I needed to work quickly, which was exactly what he wanted, preventing me from learning what I wanted to know about this target.

      Just when I thought I could choose my jobs, he comes up with a new way to force me.

      Damn Orly.

      I didn’t relish the idea of killing in the Durven. Practically everyone working in the tavern could be protecting her. Each, then, was at risk for Orly’s price. At five golds each, few would ask questions first.

      It was a job I now had to take. Just as Orly knew it would be.

      Motion at the edge of the Durven came where stone met wood as the building stretched another two stories. Fading paint chipped off the wood, giving the Durven a dull and rundown appearance the interior did nothing to contest. I stared, waiting for what drew my attention, and saw a flicker of shadows. Nothing else.

      If it were one of the assassins that had come so far, I wouldn’t have to wait long. They weren’t all that skilled—though I suspected that would change.

      I blinked, my Sight clearing the night. Then I saw her.

      Even from here, she was lovely. Her dark hair caught the faintest reflection from the lanterns, and her skin had a soft glow that reminded me of a woman I’d once cared for in my homeland. Her dress was more modest than most in Eban, but still revealing.

      What had she done?

      Better yet, what had she stolen?

      What was worth the fifty or more gold tils Orly offered? I couldn’t think of anything that would be that valuable, but for him to put that kind of price on it…

      A nagging uncertainty bothered me. I needed to know before I took the job.

      Moving carefully, I jumped down from the rooftop. Heights didn’t bother me, but the fall could injure me just the same as any other. Thankfully, my gifts gave me more than just eyesight. Agility, too.

      I landed silently and crept around to the corner where she stood, staying in deep pockets of shadow only my Sight could penetrate. She would not even know I was there.

      My heart thrummed slightly as it always did. Part of me hated what I did, hated I was good at it, but I knew if I wasn’t the one doing the killing, another would be. And there just weren’t many things someone like me could do.

      The small dart of coxberry slipped between my fingers. Instant sedation. Then I could ask questions. After that, I could go to terad. A painless death. Just a flick of my wrist and it would be done.

      Perhaps I could even leave the women in the tavern alone. Twenty gold was coin enough for a job like this.

      I readied to step out of the shadows, the dart pressed softly between my fingers, when she spoke.

      “How much does he pay you?”

      She had known I was coming. Somehow. Few ever caught me so unaware.

      “Am I worth it?” she asked.

      She didn’t turn to ask the question. Her voice was soft, almost musical, and reminded me of home.

      As I crouched in the shadow from the nearby building, I considered my next move. The clouds had thickened, so even the light of the moon was obscured. Barely any of the distant lantern light reached this far past the Durven. I could reach her with the dart from here and no one would ever see the attack.

      But then she turned.

      Her face was as lovely as the first time I saw her. Dark hair flowed toward her shoulder, the sheen even brighter at street level. Full lips practically glowed. Her dress—so elegant and out of place for the Durven—clung to her body.

      I fingered the dart, readying to flick it, but refrained.

      “What did you do?” I asked, staying in the shadows.

      She strained to keep her face neutral but failed. Others may not have noticed, but I saw the effort she put into keeping her mouth tipped in the hint of a smile, the way her eyes were drawn, the tension she carried in her tight cheeks.

      “Nothing but live,” she answered.

      I frowned at the response. “A heavy price for such a common offense.”

      She stepped forward and I felt a soft fluttering, almost like a breeze brushing my hair, but the air was still. “You’re the man from the other night.”

      I slid back another quiet step, pulling the shadows around me. My back brushed the wall of the neighboring building—once a bakery but now just an empty shell—and readied the dart.

      A sudden question came to me. How had she recognized me? We didn’t speak the night I first saw her. I was certain none other than someone like myself could see me where I stood.

      Damn.

      The fluttering I felt suddenly made sense.

      Too late, I pushed a mental barrier in place. Since leaving home, I rarely had the need.

      I stepped forward then, knowing hiding didn’t matter, not with this woman. “You’re a Reader.” Now I understood how she knew I was there. And what my intention was. The Readers in Elaeavn could pick up all of that, could trace through someone’s mind unless they were skilled enough to block them. Most raised in Elaeavn developed that skill early, but outside the city, there was no need.

      What a fool I’d been. Careless, too. Surely, she had known my purpose the first time I’d seen her. That explained the other woman’s behavior, the lack of real surprise when she saw my eyes.

      She blinked slowly and I recognized the slight swirl of green in her eyes. I had overlooked it the first night. Depths of color mattered in Elaeavn, and the fact that hers were not as dark as mine were told me that while she might be a decently powered Reader, she wasn’t as gifted as me.

      “And you’re one of the Sighted.”

      I slipped the dart back into its pouch and leaned against the wall. I could not kill her. Not yet.

      “Why did you leave?”

      Readers rarely left home. The risk to them was too great if discovered. Most like us were feared when discovered, but Readers evoked something more than simple fear. And usually for good reason; few outside Elaeavn knew how to protect themselves against such an ability.

      A flicker of emotion crossed her face, darkness mixed with sorrow. It was gone so quickly, most would have missed it.

      She blinked again, and the swirls of green surged. Her face did not change but I felt a surge of anger from her.

      “Does he know?” I asked, changing course. An edge of uncertainty pulled at me, a sense I had grown to trust over the years. I was missing something. “Of course he knows.” I shook my head. “That explains the price. Explains me.”

      She frowned. “You?”

      “How’d he discover you?” Readers were particularly careful to hide their gifts, especially so far from home. There were rumors of some abducted over the years, never seen again. I’d never seen it myself, but didn’t doubt the truth. With such value, it was strange Orly wanted her dead.

      Her mask of emotions slipped. “By accident, really. He thought me a prostitute.” She shook her head. “He saw my eyes as I Read him.”

      “Of course he did.” Orly made sure to watch everyone’s eyes. One more reason he was dangerous. “How did you escape?”

      “You aren’t the only one with other talents.”

      I bit back a smile as I wondered what other talents she possessed. Enough to make Orly think her one of the prostitutes. Enough to let her blend in at the Durven.

      She blushed. Had I not known my barrier was in place, I would have suspected she read me.

      “Nothing like that,” she said.

      Had she read me?

      I made a conscious effort to build up my barrier. If she was capable of crawling past my protections, there wasn’t anything I could keep from her. Her eyes didn’t make it seem like she would be that powerful a Reader, but what if I was wrong?

      Likely, I was only out of practice. It had been years since I’ve been to Elaeavn, years since I had need of the barrier.

      “Why does he want you dead? A man like Orly would have plenty of use for a Reader like you.”

      She stepped closer and smiled. Her dress parted as she did and I couldn’t help but notice the soft curve of her calf as she moved. This close, I smelled a hint of lavender and alia on her. The sweet scent was almost intoxicating. I felt a powerful urge to grab her, kiss her deeply, throw her to the ground and tear off her dress as I…

      Damn.

      Those were my thoughts, but amplified.

      She’d amplified them.

      “More than just a Reader,” I muttered, digging my nails into my palm. The pain distracted me from her influence. If she was this powerful, it wouldn’t last.

      I had to decide quickly whether to kill her or help her.

      Her smile faded. “More than just one of the Sighted.”

      “Why not leave Eban? Why hide here, at the Durven of all places?”

      She forced another smile, her full pink lips parting and showing me just the hint of teeth. “He made sure that I cannot leave. And at the Durven, I can blend in.”

      I snorted. “Not likely.”

      “Only one of the Sighted sees me this way. The rest see…” She trailed off as she seemed to flicker, swelling and twisting as the illusion of a soft, plump prostitute settled atop her like a veil.

      Impressive. I blinked and the illusion failed. “And Orly? What did he see?” I wondered if he recognized the change in her eyes or if he had a hint of ability as well. Either way, the knowledge was useful.

      “I’m not certain,” she said with a little shake of her head. She smiled, tilting her head toward me. “What now?” she asked. “Terad toxin? Sword? Fall?”

      I wasn’t sure if I heard her or if the thoughts simply flickered through my head. Images came with the thoughts, memories of each item flashing through my mind.

      The color of her eyes meant nothing as I began to understand just how powerful this woman was.

      And here I had thought Orly’s price too high. If anything, it was a bargain.

      “Why did you let me find you?”

      “Let you?”

      “You were waiting for me,” I said. No use denying the fact I had not caught her unaware. If anything, she trapped me.

      “You would find me eventually. I wanted it on my terms.”

      I flicked my gaze around, looking at the street, the sloped entrance to the Durven, the dark haze hanging around the buildings. “You would choose this?”

      She shrugged. “You are not at a complete advantage here. And I—”

      She cut off just as I grew alerted to a change in the shadows. No longer were we alone.

      I slipped in front of the woman, pushing her behind me as I sent two small darts flying into the alley. I unsheathed my sword, preparing for the possibility—rare as it was—my darts had missed.

      Moments later, bodies crumpled to the stone with a soft thud, coxberry taking effect.

      I stepped back against the rough planks of the building, waiting, looking carefully out at the street and up to the rooftops. Nothing else moved.

      I turned, half-expecting her to have run off.

      She stood near the Durven, slinking close to the sunken stone, watching me. Silent. Eyes still touched with a hint of green were wide. Clearly, she still called upon her abilities. I wondered if she Read me as I watched her. She blinked, the green fading. A useful trick.

      I sheathed my sword, studying her carefully.

      Her demeanor had changed. Before she had seemed confident, as if knowing I would not kill her. Now she shifted, eyes flickering up and down the alley. The tension in her cheeks seemed more pronounced and her lips drew tight. Slender fingers pulled at her dress, twisting the fabric in her hands. I could smell the nerves upon her, biting through the sweet floral perfume she wore.

      “What am I to do?” I asked her. “I can’t let you live. Not if I want to stay in Eban. And I’m not sure you’ll let me kill you.”

      She blinked, green flaring in her eyes before fading. “Do you want to kill me?”

      I sighed, uncertain what it was that I wanted. Conflicting emotions ran through me. But which were mine and which did she place there?

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I am no one.”

      I snorted. “No one?” I took a step closer and watched. She tensed but her eyes never changed. “There are few Readers outside Elaeavn. But you’re something more than just a Reader.” She started to look away. “Why did you leave?”

      She leaned toward me, filling my nostrils with her perfume. I became aware of how her neck pulsed with each heartbeat. My own quickened. A long finger swept her hair back almost delicately, tucking it behind her ear. I had a sudden vision of Orly tossing the bottle of wine into the fire, discarding it simply because he could.

      “There are few enough of the Sighted within Eban. But you are something more.”

      She leaned closer and I smelled her breath. Hot and with a hint of mint.

      Her eyes flared again and slid to the side. Pulling another dart from my pouch, I flicked it up toward the rooftop, not waiting this time for it to connect. I unsheathed my sword and pulled her into my arms, spinning as another shape separated from the shadows.

      The time for me decide had come. Those with skill had arrived.

      Coxberry wouldn’t be enough now, not if I wanted to live, and not if I wanted to keep her alive.

      She tensed but I held her tightly, sweeping the sword in an arc as we turned. I was aware of each of her curves as we moved, more so when she began pressing into me.

      We moved, shifting, dancing a deadly dance. She knew where I would go, sliding into just the right place, never obstructing the movement of my sword. I carried her down the street, away from the Durven, into the darker shadows, killing a half dozen as we moved.

      Finally we stopped.

      I was breathing heavily and so was she. Her chest heaved into mine but she made no effort to move. I could not have pulled away had I wanted to.

      In some ways, she reminded me of what I’d missed out on with Talia. She had been a friend, but there had been a part of both of us that had longed for something more. Had it been another time, or had Carth not called her away, I didn’t know what would have happened with her. But she had responsibilities and was skilled in ways I didn’t fully know.

      The same as what I detected from this woman.

      Could I kill her?

      “What now?” she whispered.

      I could finish this now. Twenty gold. Take proof to Orly, perhaps take a few of the other assassins with me for additional coin.

      But we both knew I would not.

      I didn’t know whether she used her influence or not. Or was it the memory of another I longed for? Did it matter? I couldn’t really kill one of my own, one with such obvious abilities.

      Even that was not an honest answer, not really.

      Taking a deep breath, I reluctantly stepped away from her. The look on her face almost made me step back into her, take her into my arms, kiss her deeply…

      I sheathed my sword more firmly than necessary, my head clearing. “If I’m to help you, that must stop.”

      She blinked and my desire faded but did not disappear completely. Around her, I doubted it would ever completely disappear. A sad smile twisted her mouth. “You will help?” The hope in her voice seemed real enough.

      The answer to her question was more than helping her. It meant pitting myself against Orly. I’d done that before, but I’d had help that time. This time, it would be only me.

      What other choice did I have?

      “The Great Watcher forgive me,” I said. “But I will help.”
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      I crouched in the small room within the Durven, rolling a dart between calloused fingers as I stared at the heavy oak door, unable to completely dispel the nerves I now felt. Tucked into the room as we were, I didn’t feel particularly protected. Especially not here. I had already seen how quickly word of the woman’s location spread. Now I was simply another target.

      I grunted. Five gold on me. For now.

      What was I doing opposing Orly? I knew the consequences—he’d already promised to put a price twice that of the woman on my head. Five gold was incentive enough for most. That didn’t make me especially nervous; I knew the skill of my competition in Eban. But once Orly learned that I was working against him, helping the woman, the price would change. Forty gold would pull assassins from all over, and I was not the only assassin with abilities. If he managed to coax the really skilled assassins into getting involved, I doubted I’d be able to do anything to keep us safe.

      There was but one way in or out of this room. Useful and risky at the same time. Walls were simple wood paneling. A small bed was tucked into the corner. A table sat at the end of the bed, a stack of paper spread atop it, ink bottle unstoppered and leaving me wondering what she’d been writing. Near the door was a lacquered trunk with intricate painting worked along its sides. I knew this was her only possession from home.

      “You don’t need to do this, Galen,” she said.

      I turned to look at her. I wondered when she first learned my name. The way she spoke it—so different than Orly and all the others I’d met in Eban—reminded me of home. Pale eyes showed none of the green, but I didn’t doubt she used her abilities. I’d seen how she managed to Read past my barrier as if it was nothing.

      Did Orly even know the extent of her abilities? Was that the reason for the price he put on her?

      “I don’t even know your name,” I said.

      “Cael,” she said.

      I didn’t need to watch her face to know that she spoke the truth. I heard the soft inflection, the comfort she had in saying the name, to know it was real. “Gather what you need quickly, Cael,” I said. “This room provides little in the way of protection. As you’ve seen, Orly is nothing if not over prepared.”

      I heard her breathing, smelled the hint of mint with each breath, the undertones reminding me of my first mentor, a woman I’d left behind years ago but whose lessons remained with me in everything I did. Keeping my mind steeled, I was careful to maintain my focus, understanding how easily her manipulations could sway me.

      “Why do you do this, Galen?”

      I shifted on my feet, the small dart pausing between my fingers. “I’m not sure,” I answered. It was as honest an answer as I had. “Orly wants you gone because you’re a Reader. Perhaps you influenced me. Both are reason enough.”

      There was more, but I didn’t dare share it. Did I admit to her how she reminded me in some ways of a friend I’d lost years ago, and with it, a chance for a different kind of happiness?

      Cael slid over to the trunk and leaned forward, glancing at me as she did. I couldn’t help but stare.

      “I know why you’re here now,” she said.

      I dragged my eyes up to her face. Her eyes burned a soft green, just hinting at her ability. A flush rose in her cheeks, giving a contrast of color to her pale skin.

      “Why are you—”

      “A killer?” I asked.

      She blinked slowly. Her eyes did not change.

      “You’re the Reader,” I answered and turned away.

      “There are some things even I cannot Read,” she said. “They are places buried so deep they’re like a different language to me. To go there and to understand would damage us both.”

      I shifted my focus to peer around the room, taking in the shadows. Light from the lantern flickered. Motes of dust hung in the air, mixing with translucent smoke. Even the walls had a certain glaze to them.

      “You wonder if I enjoy what I do.”

      I looked over at her. The darkly lacquered chest was open. Pale blue light washed out. Her hands froze in the act of rustling through its contents, but not before sounds of her sorting reached my ears. I heard clothing mostly, but there were other sounds mixed in. Coins. Clank of wood. A strange jingling. Mostly I wondered about the glow.

      She nodded once. Her lips tightened and lines drew around her eyes. Nothing else about her moved.

      “Can you tell by Reading?” I asked softly.

      Her eyes flared darker green, darker than my own. I didn’t look away. I felt a sense not unlike that of a gentle breeze that seemed to blow through my mind, leaving a startling clarity, as if a layer of dust had been disturbed. Light seemed to shimmer, the lantern surging, and shadows slipping under the door shifted.

      Cael finally shook her head.

      I smiled and stood, the dart working between my fingers, rolling across callouses before coming to rest on my fingertips.

      “Sometimes I do,” I admitted.

      Then I flung the door open and flicked the dart, sending it far down the hall. I heard it strike and pulled the door closed quickly. A trio of thunks struck the door as I closed it and readied another pair of darts.

      Cael took a sudden step back, gasping softly. Interesting. With her focus directed at me, she had not sensed the others outside the room. At least there were limits to her abilities.

      “Gather quickly what you’ll need.”

      I shifted my stance, pulling my sword from its sheath while I palmed a few darts, pausing to dip them into the small vial of remaining terad toxin. Now wasn’t the time for coxberry. With more time, I’d prepare additional toxin, but as it was, I had to rely on the terad toxin I’d previously readied. Left long enough after mixing, it lost potency. I couldn’t guarantee these darts would kill, but at least they would slow any who might be after us.

      “There are too many,” Cael said.

      “Can you disguise yourself?”

      “Such focus leaves me vulnerable,” she answered.

      I didn’t fully understand but didn’t push, curious what she felt as she read. Did she know that the people below were likely dead? With each worth five gold, there was little incentive to keep any alive. Were any of the women down there actually Cael’s friends?

      “All of them,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing I shouldn’t be surprised by how easily she Read me. The emotion in her voice told me she had not experienced much death.

      “That’s why you searched for me outside the tavern.”

      There was no anger in her tone, just acceptance. I admired how quickly she adapted. “We should hurry. Word spreads quickly in Eban. Others will come. It doesn’t matter to Orly who completes the job, only that it’s done. For twenty gold, he’ll want proof.”

      “There’s only the one door.”

      I smiled. “That’s what they’ll expect. They haven’t learned that you have help.”

      “And when they do?”

      “We should be long gone by then.”

      I saw the flicker of green and knew that she Read me. Her eyes widened, color fading. I’d not seen another from my home with eyes quite like that.

      “Galen?”

      I didn’t answer, pulling the door open and throwing myself to the side.

      Three slender knives sunk into the door. Unadorned lorcith.

      Damn.

      Rumors of another assassin had come to me recently, a man named Lorst working in Cort with skill that rivaled mine, and one who used lorcith knives. He was rumored to have been exiled, much like me. I hadn’t expected him to reach Eban, or so soon. Cael’s glamour would not provide any protection against him.

      “Galen?” Cael said.

      I ignored her as I glanced down the hall. The corridor was empty except for a figure lying on the ground at the far end of the hall. A small lantern hanging halfway down the hallway burned with a sooty flame that darkened the ceiling. A shimmer of smoke hung on the air. Three other doors lined the hall, each closed. I wondered briefly if the rooms were empty.

      Leaning back into the room to grab Cael, I froze.

      A man—I presumed Lorst—stood across from her, slender blade in hand, wrist set to strike. Dark haired and more muscular than myself, but just as tall. He was dressed in a thin black shirt and tight-fitting pants. A small dark pack nested along his back, just the glint of the handles of his knives visible.

      I flicked a dart, anticipating his speed. I did not anticipate what he did next.

      Lorst simply vanished, flicking out of existence, reappearing three steps back.

      Damn.

      Sliding. Incredibly rare and an ability I’d never seen before, facing the Hjan with Carth. I hadn’t known Lorst could Slide. Probably how he travelled so quickly between Cort and Eban. A useful skill, especially for an assassin, and explained how he snuck into the room.

      “Galen,” he said, turning and smiling. “There’s enough coin in this for us to split.”

      The fact that he knew my name meant Orly really had sent him. “I need supplies.”

      Lorst frowned and Slid back a step. I saw it as a flicker of movement. A slight shimmer bloomed just as he Slid back into view, barely noticeable.

      “And I need the coin,” he said.

      His knife sliced straight toward my face. I turned, slapping it out of the air with the back of my sword. I dared not touch Lorst’s knives with my bare hand; like my darts, I suspected toxins coated the surface.

      Behind me, Cael gasped. I wished she’d have the sense to drop to the ground and get out of view. Lorst was quick and I didn’t know when he’d send one of his blades toward her.

      I heard the soft rustle of fabric as she went to the ground, and smiled.

      I flicked another dart toward Lorst.

      He was fast and Slid to the far corner, reappearing with another pale shimmer, and flung a knife at the same time. It came at my shoulder and I spun, slashing with my sword and knocking it to the ground. I flicked another dart, this time aiming in front of him, anticipating the Slide.

      I saw the faint shifting of light as he Slid back into view, dart impaled in his arm at the same time I felt his knife slice through my cloak. I didn’t have time to check if it cut flesh. I would likely be dead soon if it had.

      Lorst dropped in a heap. His breathing slowed, growing harsh. At least the terad toxin remained effective.

      “You did well staying low,” I said. “I’m not sure why Lorst hesitated when he first Slid into the room, but you were lucky.”

      She looked over at a smear of blood on the floor and nodded. “You’re cut.”

      “Maybe. But not dead. Come,” I said, pulling her up.

      She swayed slightly as she stood. Pale green eyes were wide and her breathing was heavy. As I felt the pull of her, I suddenly realized the control she exerted for me not to desire her constantly.

      She watched Lorst but I heard his breathing fade and knew he had little time left. Another time, I might have mourned him. There were few enough of our kind living outside of Elaeavn, and he and I might have more in common than most. But I wouldn’t mourn him now. Cael bundled her belongings into a small bag, tying it tight.

      I noticed the soft blue glow at the bottom of the bag, vowing to learn what she hid within. “There will be others.”

      “Like him?” she asked.

      I glanced over at where he lay. My dart stuck out of his forearm and the skin around it had grown an angry red. Had he moved? Prudence was the only course with an assassin like Lorst. I readied another dart. It was my last.

      “Not like him,” I said. “Skilled nonetheless.”

      I suddenly sensed a shift in the shadows behind me and spun, flinging the dart just as the door began to open. I heard the man gasp as it struck his hand, sinking through his wrist, and he fell without another sound.

      “Galen?” Cael whispered.

      I turned. Lorst was gone.

      Damn.

      Had the toxin sat too long, its effect fading? Terad could be touchy, and I had been in a hurry preparing. Either way, I’d lost him. He’d recover, the terad toxin having no real long-term effects, and come again. Little unsettled me, but the idea of him hunting Cael made me nervous.

      Worse, Orly would soon know. Once my price was set, I would be hunted along with her.

      “We must leave now,” I said.

      In the hall, we had to step over the man lying there. He was dark skinned and short and wore a pair of long knives across his back like swords. Another knife had fallen to the ground in front of him. The hilt was covered with intricate scrollwork. The fact that I didn’t recognize him worried me.

      I kneeled next to him and checked his neck. He still lived. Given long enough, he might wake to chase us. He had a look of competence about him. I took his knife and plunged it through his back. He died without a sound. At least the toxin worked well enough for that.

      After wiping the blade clean, I handed it to Cael. She shook her head, trying to hand the knife back to me.

      “You need to be able to protect yourself.”

      “Not like this,” she said.

      I placed the knife back into her hand, cupping her slender fingers around the hilt, noticing how smooth her skin felt to my hand. “Sometimes the threat of a weapon is enough deterrence.”

      She took a deep breath, eyes surging varying shades of green as she considered. Finally, she nodded. I wondered what she had Read of me during that time.

      Pulling the door open, I stepped into the hall, trusting that Cael would follow. I slowed as we neared each of the doors but did not see or hear anything unusual. That didn’t put me completely at ease, but I didn’t want to waste time searching each room for potential attackers. I’d have to trust that with my Sight and with Cael’s Reading, we’d detect any others.

      A small trail of blood ran down the hall at the corner. A dark handprint stained the wall, smearing along the rough wood. Two more doors were on either side of the hall. One hung slightly ajar. Lanterns hung on either side of the hall, burning softly. The dark soot they put off appeared thick to my eyes.

      I wondered if the injured was someone after Cael or one of the women. Behind me, Cael’s breathing quickened.

      I reached the partially open door and kicked it wide, dropping low as I did. I held my sword loosely in hand, again wishing I had more time to prepare additional darts. Nothing moved.

      We still hadn’t come across anyone else killed by my darts. What had happened to the first attackers? Even if the terad failed, it shouldn’t have worn off that quickly.

      I motioned to Cael and we slipped further down the hall. The trail of blood was thicker here, soaking into the wide planks of the flooring as it transitioned into the main room of the tavern.

      An upended table blocked the transition from hall to tavern. I leaned back against the wall, watching the shadows, but saw nothing. The tavern stunk of smoke. If the Durven blazed, we could be trapped.

      Turning to Cael, I started to speak when she shook her head.

      “I don’t sense anyone,” she said.

      I nodded once.

      After lifting the table out of the way, I finally saw a body. It lay sprawled across the floor on its side, a growing pool of blood soaking into the floor. One of Lorst’s slender knives stuck out from his inner thigh. Even without the poisoned blade, that was a fatal shot.

      I glanced at the man’s face but didn’t recognize him. He had a long scar running down his chin that reminded me of something, but I didn’t know why.

      Another man lay next to him, one I recognized. Talim. A thief usually, but as much coin as Orly offered turned thieves into murderers. I nudged his body, making sure he was dead, before stepping over. A distasteful expression contorted Cael’s mouth as she followed me.

      “This may be difficult for you,” I said as we entered the tavern. A thick haze of smoke hung about the room. I still hadn’t seen the fire and hoped the Great Watcher would let us escape before flames consumed the tavern.

      “This has already been difficult,” she said and stepped around me.

      I grabbed her wrist, holding her carefully. I couldn’t help but notice how smooth her skin felt. She didn’t fight as she turned, meeting my eyes. Hers were pale now, with only flecks of green. How did she manage to make her eyes appear different shades of green? “This will be different.”

      Tables and chairs were upended. Some were splintered, broken as if they had been heaved at the stone walls, others simply thrown to the back of the room. I found the fire as it burned in the hearth along the far wall, licking out along one of the upturned tables, working up its legs. Flames stretched to the ceiling, darkening the wood only. It would not be long before the entire tavern burned. And much of the neighborhood.

      I heard Cael gasp and turned to see three of the women lying in a heap, blood pooling from slit throats.

      “Was this…” she began but could not finish.

      “Not Lorst,” I said, shaking my head, and motioned to a pair of men lying along the short bar.

      Each had a slender silver knife jutting from their neck. Both were men whose faces I didn’t recognize, and both had long scars running down the side of their faces. Why would they all be scarred?

      Others, men from the Eban underworld like Talim but without experience in killing, lay dead around them. They were men tempted and turned into killers by the promise of Orly’s coin. From what I counted, there were nearly fifteen men so far, including myself.

      Too many.

      With sudden certainty, I knew I was missing something. This was about more than just Cael, about more than just a Reader. Whatever she had taken from Orly had made him send an army after her.

      I glanced at the small bundle she carried. Whatever glowed within was what Orly sought.

      There wasn’t the time to slow down to think it through. Only time to move and survive. Get Cael to safety. And then find out.

      A slight shift in the shadows drew my attention. I turned, spinning with my sword held in front of me. I saw nothing but fire and smoke. “Cael?”

      She hurried over. I didn’t need to be a Reader to understand the emotion on her face: fear. This was a woman unused to uncertainty with her Reading.

      Flames now raced across the ceiling, filling the room with thick smoke. My Sight would not help once the smoke filled the room.

      “It’s time we leave the Durven,” I said. The tavern would soon fall. Probably the other buildings surrounding it as well.

      Time to escape and then learn what Cael knew, learn why Orly had sent so many for one person.
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      I stopped on the streets outside the Durven and turned to look. Bright flames lit the night, racing up the side of the tavern. Heavy smoke filled the air, adding to the haze of the night. Firelight reflected off the smoke to create a softly muted light. Were it not so deadly, I would call it beautiful.

      Sounds of chaos—men running, children screaming, the heavy groaning of the Durven as the wood cracked and began to give way—filled the air. The distraction would help us escape but could not be counted on to last for long.

      And we couldn’t stay in Eban.

      I think I’d known that when I committed to helping her, but had not admitted it to myself. I’d been in the city so long, and had made it something of a home, that coming to that decision hurt. What other choice did I have? Orly had enough power and connections to make it difficult for me to remain, and maybe it was time for me to start somewhere else.

      “We need to leave the city,” I said.

      The lack of other emotion as she nodded made me wonder how much of this she had planned.

      “You will accompany me?” she asked.

      We would leave Eban, but for where? Hiding her meant a larger city; otherwise, she’d stand out and be quickly found. If not Lorst, then someone else. After tonight, the price on her would surely climb. Men would not stop at a chance for that kind of gold.

      Few options came to mind. To the north was Cort. The sprawling city was much like Eban, huge and filled with corruption. At least Orly didn’t control Cort as he did Eban. Cort could be comfortable for someone like me. Except the rumors said Lorst worked Cort, and with his ability to Slide, if he recovered, I feared I’d come across him there.

      Beyond Cort was the massive city Asador. Cael could hide in Asador if needed. Even Orly would struggle to extend his reach that far north. Looking at Cael, beautiful and dark, eyes now pale in the reflected firelight, I didn’t envision her in a place like Asador. It was an enormous city, but my memory of it was that it was darker and more run down than even Eban.

      I thought of Thyr to the east and discarded the idea. Cael wouldn’t fit in well in that place. There were other, smaller cities to the west, but none really fit.

      “South,” she said.

      I looked over to see green flaring in her otherwise pale eyes. “I can’t go south,” I said.

      “Then I’ll go alone,” she said. “For it must be south.”

      The top floor of the Durven suddenly gave way, crashing to the ground below in a shower of sparks. A fire line had formed, men carrying buckets of water as they fought to contain the flames, but there was little that could be done to stop the Durven from burning.

      “Let me get you out of the city,” I said. “Then we can decide where you can hide.”

      She touched my arm with one of her slender hands. I shivered as she did, her fingers like silk across my arm. “Once I leave the city, there will be no hiding. I have to head south.”

      “What do you have?” I asked. My eyes flicked to the pack she had slung around her neck. She cradled the contents to her side, one arm holding it tightly. The other hand held the long silver knife I had taken off the assassin. A hint of a blue glow radiated from the pack, possibly imagined.

      “Something of value only to me,” she answered.

      The image of all the bodies lying in the tavern came to me. “I doubt that.”

      “Now you’re the Reader?”

      I tipped my head as I studied her. “Who are you, Cael?”

      She smiled and I felt a soft rustling around my head, like a breeze blowing. “Just a Reader, Galen.”

      Movement down the street propelled me into action. I pulled Cael along the streets. The light from the flames around the Durven faded the farther we ran. The city changed, too. Dark streets lit by poor-man’s oil slowly turned toward brighter sections of town. Ramshackle buildings became tidy shops. Instead of faded signs, lettering almost unreadable, now there were brightly painted storefronts.

      We encountered a growing crowd as we hurried away from the Durven. At first, most were dressed in well-worn clothes, some ill fitting, some tattered, more than a few simply dirty. Once I saw a couple carrying a small child covered in soot and wondered how close to the Durven they lived.

      As we moved further along the streets, closer to more prosperous sections, the dress of the people we encountered changed. Men wore shirts and pants in the current style, striped and pulled tight around the legs. Women wore a variety of dresses of all colors and cut, but the general theme was conservative. Even here, Cael did not fit in, though neither did I. I was careful to keep my cloak pulled tight around me, sword concealed. At least in that, I appeared little more than a traveler.

      As we neared a street corner, I saw a pair of the guard. Dressed in grey, their dull metal helms reflected some of the lamplight. Long swords were sheathed at their waist. Their boots clomped heavily along the stone.

      I pulled Cael into the shadows.

      She glanced at the guard, the question plain on her face. I placed a finger over her lips and instantly regretted it. My finger seemed to tingle. Her mouth formed a slight smile around my finger, full lips pressing against it. I pulled back.

      “Can’t believe they would move this way,” one of the soldiers said.

      The other shrugged. “Does it matter? For the price on them, we can look. If we find them, shouldn’t be too hard to capture the woman, at least. The other might be more trouble than he’s worth.”

      “Trouble? He’s worth three times as much as her!”

      “But this is Galen.”

      Their voices trailed off as they moved away, their boots slowly thumping off the stones.

      I waited until the sound faded completely before stepping away from the shadows. Orly already knew. At least now I knew my price had gone up. Maybe later I’d feel a bit of pride at how high a price he placed on me.

      “You’re now a target,” Cael said.

      I nodded, taking a handful of darts from my pouch.

      She frowned. “You knew you would be.”

      “You either work for Orly or you do not.”

      Pulling a small packet of powder from the pouch—crushed dagasn seed, nearly as potent as terad toxin and would last longer in the dart—I tipped it into a small vial and then spit into it. Taking a slender wooden stick from my pouch, I stirred it carefully, making sure to dissolve all of the powder before flicking the stick away.

      Cael watched me for a moment. “I’m sorry, Galen.”

      I met her eyes, made sure she heard me and didn’t simply Read me. “I may have taken his jobs, but I never worked for Orly.”

      I dipped the darts into the toxin. They were hollow-tipped and pulled the liquid up into their bodies. I felt better knowing I had a few prepared. Most times, poison suited the job better than the sword.

      “How will we get through the city now?” she asked.

      “Now?”

      She nodded in the direction the soldiers had gone. “We can’t hide from the entire city guard.”

      I laughed darkly. “I can.”

      We stayed in the shadows, slipping quietly along the street. I would have taken to the roofs—I was plenty comfortable there—but I doubted Cael would manage as well. She impressed me with her stealth, though most of our kind could move quietly. I held a pair of darts at the ready and kept my Sight flared, taking in everything around us.

      “Why this direction?” Cael whispered as we slipped around a building. A candlemaker, from the sign. “This isn’t the quickest way out of the city.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “And you’re taking me north.”

      She was a Reader. She knew what I was doing.

      Orly controlled the outer sections of town. There, farthest from the seat of the power, the corruption was thickest. Even when they bothered to patrol, the city militia all had their income supplemented by him. Shop owners paid for his protection. His own personal protection amounted to a small army. Attempting to leave the city through that part of town with Cael in tow amounted to a near-certain death sentence.

      That left a more circuitous route. Orly’s control extended into the heart of the city, but his grip was weaker. The farther we traveled, the faces watching us would be just that—watchers—giving us freedom to move more quickly. As long as we could stay ahead of the assassins, I could get her out of the city and on the road to safety.

      “How will we get past the guards?” she asked.

      I glanced over and saw the hint of green in her eyes and knew she’d been Reading me. That made this easier. And harder. Were I to need to, I would not be able to keep anything from her.

      “I’ll come up with something.”

      We hurried through the street, and buildings began getting smaller and closer together, almost forming a wall. A trio of guards forced me to change directions, and we encountered another four coming toward us. Pulling us into an alley, I waited for them to pass.

      There were too many.

      Had the entire city guard come out for us?

      I wouldn’t put it past Orly. He had enough money—and connections—to make it happen. When the soldiers had moved on, I pulled us back onto the main street, but we came across another group of soldiers, forcing us back. When we rounded a corner, we had to turn again.

      As we did, I began to understand. Not only were we being forced away, but we were essentially being herded toward the section of the city controlled by Orly.

      We could hide somewhere, but where would we find that would keep us safe? How long could we hold out with not only the underworld of Eban, but the entire city guard set against us?

      Cael must have Read me as we paused near a small clearing set between nearby buildings. “You think you can—”

      I saw her eyes flare at the same time I saw the shadows change.

      Someone had found us.

      I saw a slight shifting, a slight shimmer in the darkness. My heart fluttered.

      Lorst.

      “Drop!” I hissed.

      She hesitated too long. Lorst Slid into view. Light seemed to bend around him, making him hard for me to See. Someone without my Sight would probably see nothing. I suddenly understood the way he had been dressed earlier. He had expected me.

      A distant lamp reflected off the knife he flicked at me. I spun, feeling the knife as it whistled past my face, sending a dart toward him as I did.

      “What is this woman to you, Galen?” Lorst asked.

      There was the shimmer as he Slid, moving barely a step away.

      “Just a pretty face,” I said. Something about him seemed different than before. How had he recovered so quickly? “How did you heal so quickly from the terad toxin?”

      I whipped another dart toward him. He Slid again. This time—possibly because of his Sight-blinding clothing—I saw a shimmer of darkness before he Slid, followed by a soft shimmer as he reappeared.

      “Terad?” he asked. “Potent when mixed well. Too bad your skills seem to be fading.”

      “And yours?” I asked.

      I saw the reflection of the knife just in time, spinning down and away from it. Three darts left. After they were gone, I had only my sword. Against a Slider in the open. I did not like my chances.

      This time, I aimed the dart where I thought he would be. The light shifting off his clothing made it difficult to know with certainty. I heard a soft grunt of surprise and thought I might have hit him.

      “Close,” he said. Then he laughed, harsh and low, as he Slid. There was another shimmer and Lorst reappeared behind me. I saw the flash of light off the blade and ducked.

      Too late.

      The knife struck my cloak, slicing through it and into my stomach.

      I dropped with a grunt.

      Warm blood seeped out, spreading across my shirt and dripping down my stomach. Fire burned through my gut, more than the injury would account for. If not for the thickness of my cloak, the knife would have pierced deeper. Even as it was, I knew I might not survive.

      Lorst Slid into view and stood over me. His long hair fell in front of his face. Hard eyes surged green. “Why do you help her?”

      “She’s one of us,” I said. “A Reader.”

      I had little strength remaining. My body raged with pain and fire. Srirach powder, likely. Potent. Painful. Deadly. Even a small quantity killed, leaving the victim alive long enough to retain the ability to speak but do little else. A useful poison.

      Lorst Slid back a step, looking over at Cael as he reappeared. She crouched on the ground, dress pooled around her. Dim light reflected off her pale bosom. Her eyes were a green so bright, they glowed.

      As if in a dream, I realized that I’d never seen abilities so strong.

      I tried grabbing another dart, but my hand didn’t work as it should. Fingers felt numb and weak. Lorst knew I was no threat to him. I managed to get one of my hands into my pouch and fumbled across the vials.

      “A Reader?” Lorst said, leering at Cael. “Some say it is the Great Watcher’s greatest gift. But that’s not all she is.”

      He knelt beside her. She scooted backward, pushing away from the slender knife he gripped. The small bag she carried dislodged as she moved and she kicked it away, closer to me.

      “You know what I am thinking right now, don’t you?” Lorst said.

      Cael nodded once, kicking backward to get farther away.

      “I’ve not seen strength like this since leaving Elaeavn, and only then from one of the Elvraeth. My barrier is nothing to you, is it?”

      Lorst slid forward until he was looking in Cael’s eyes. A dark smile crossed his face, both menacing and angry at once. Cael shook her head slightly. Even where I lay I could smell the fear on her.

      I finally found the vial I was searching for, but my fingers wouldn’t follow my thoughts and slipped off it, my hand falling back out of the pouch.

      “Then you know I will not hesitate to kill one of the Elvraeth,” Lorst said.

      He started to Slide forward. I saw it as little more than a shimmer of blackness. In that instant, I knew I had to move or lose Cael completely. As long as he had the necessary strength, Lorst could Slide anywhere. Distance became little more than a thought.

      Lorst grabbed Cael by the arm, still Sliding, and pulled her with him.

      I lunged.

      Little strength remained in my body, barely enough to move my hands, but somehow—somehow—I managed to leap after Lorst. Willpower. Reserves of strength. Simple stupidity. Possibly a combination of them all.

      Pain raged through my body. I like to think that I did not scream.

      I knew little about Sliding. It was rare enough that the Hjan I’d faced and Lorst were the only ones I’d ever met who could Slide. I didn’t think he was Hjan, but what if I was wrong? Would Orly have made that mistake again?

      No. He would have made a different plan.

      Lorst Slid easily, with exquisite skill. I could follow, but only if I managed to grab hold of something on him. I grabbed his boot.

      The world seemed to shift around me. Colors flashed as if moving past at incredible speed. Air whistled in my ears. Even the pain seemed for subside.

      But only for a moment.

      Then everything crashed back into place. My body thrummed with pain, my gut burned in agony. Darkness snapped into place. Lights of the city were gone, replaced by a cloudy sky and a dim blanket of stars. Even the wind changed, gusting and blowing against my face.

      We were out of Eban.

      I saw it all in an instant. The city sat below us in the distance, lights from hundreds of lanterns little brighter than the stars in the sky. The ground was rough, rocky, as it twisted away from the city toward the north. Mountains would loom to the west, but I saw nothing of them. Smoke from an unseen fire drifted with the wind.

      “Galen.” Lorst spat my name and kicked me in the chest, sending me rolling away. “You delay me.”

      I managed to land facing him. I couldn’t help but be impressed with his strength. Even carrying the two of us as he Slid, he managed to completely leave Eban and reach the winding mountainous road leading to Cort. Such a trek would take me nearly a day and he’d managed it in an instant.

      Pain ripped through my stomach and I couldn’t move. Arms and legs seemed to defy my commands. I felt something in the palm of my hand and distantly remembered that I had managed to grab one of my vials. Not much good they would do me now.

      I attempted to speak, but even my jaw didn’t work as it should. Words came out jumbled and breathy. Soon I’d be unable to even breathe.

      Lorst laughed again. I hated the sound nearly as much as I hated Orly’s laugh. “You thought the price too much for a simple woman. But you’ve learned she’s more than just a Reader, haven’t you?”

      “Lorst—” I could say no more than that, surprised that my lips cooperated enough to form his name.

      “Galen. You were never strong enough to be a part of this. It’s beyond your ability.” He looked over at me, darkness threatening to overwhelm the green surging in his eyes. “Now you will die, alone, outside of your adopted city. Fitting.”

      Were it untrue, I couldn’t even disagree.

      I watched him Slide, reappearing almost atop Cael, knife slicing toward her chest.

      I closed my eyes. Even though I had dispensed death so often that I grew accustomed to it, I couldn’t watch Cael’s death.

      There was a soft gasp. And then silence.

      It was done.
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      Lying on the ground, the scent of smoke mixing with the bitter tang of my own blood, I waited for the Great Watcher to reclaim me. I heard a soft shuffle, an inhaled breath, and sighed as I waited for the finishing blow.

      A fitting end.

      It never came.

      Something rustled in my pouch. I felt fleeting surprise that Lorst would pilfer my remaining supplies. My hands were pried open, disarming me completely. Not that I was a threat.

      A soft hand touched my forehead, stroking my hair away as another unclasped my cloak, sliding over my stomach. I felt another surge of hot pain as the knife was removed, tossed to the stone in a slight clatter of metal on stone, and then another surge of pain as a finger probed my wound.

      Slowly I flickered my eyes open. Cael.

      “This is deep,” she said.

      Cold flared in my wounded side from her fingers.

      “Perhaps too deep for my skill.”

      I swallowed weakly. A deserved fate. “And poisoned,” I managed to croak.

      She leaned forward and kissed my forehead. Some of the heat left my face. “Then may you return to sit by the Great Watcher.”

      I felt warmth of her body against me as she leaned in, her breasts pressing into my chest, as she kissed my forehead again. Another surge of clarity worked through me, as if her kiss pushed back the effect of the poison, if only briefly. I wished that she would leave her lips there, holding them pressed against me as life faded from my body, but then she pulled away.

      She stood and then staggered, stumbling to land on the rocky path almost on top of me.

      “You…” I said. “Where?”

      She tapped her arm and showed me a small cut, just the slightest weal of blood pooling, marring her otherwise perfect skin. “Perhaps Orly will have his prize,” she said.

      Lorst had gotten her. Even that small injury meant death; poison seeped through her veins. “Why does he want you?”

      “Not me,” she said. Her breathing quickened slightly.

      “Then what?”

      For a moment, I didn’t think that she would answer.

      “He acquired something that wasn’t his.” She let out a long, slow breath, as if speaking the words were painful. And possibly they were.

      I tried to laugh but couldn’t muster the strength. “He said the same about you.”

      “I only took back what belonged to us.”

      I grunted. “Us?”

      She nodded.

      I had heard Lorst mention the family but had paid little mind to what he said. “You… Elvraeth.” It would explain much.

      “I am Cael R’da Elvraeth.”

      I sighed. Elvraeth. Cael was nearly royalty. Part of the reason I didn’t mind my exile was the absence of such politics. Even in death, they chased me.

      But would not catch me. My body grew weaker, the effect of her kiss fading. Soon I would be unable to even speak. I was ready for the fate I deserved.

      “The crystal,” I said, suddenly understanding the soft blue glow I had seen. My mouth almost couldn’t form the words. She shifted and her soft curves pressed against me. “How would Orly come to possess one of the five crystals of Elaeavn?”

      “A long story,” she answered. “How is it that you know of them?”

      From her tone, I could tell she bore some responsibility. Were there the time, I’d love to hear the tale. The srirach worked slowly, but I had already lost all muscle use except my voice. Soon enough, my lungs would fail.

      “My mentor…” I couldn’t finish and couldn’t tell her what Della, and then Isander, had warned me about the crystals. “What now?”

      Even I—exiled from Elaeavn—understood that Orly could not have one of the crystals.

      “Now,” she started. Cael sagged, her head coming to rest on my chest. “I’m sorry, Galen.”

      Sorry. One of the Elvraeth apologized to me. I was nothing but an assassin. Anything that happened to me was clearly deserved. I tried to lift my hand, wishing I could touch her, but failed. Were I not dying, I doubt I would even have tried.

      “I deserve this, Cael,” I managed. My voice was soft, failing. It would not be long.

      She smiled sadly. “I am the Reader, Galen. I know that you do not.”

      I said nothing, not knowing what to say. Usually, I watched death with a dispassionate eye, but I did not want to see Cael’s death. I wondered briefly how many of my emotions were forced.

      “None,” she whispered.

      I smiled. At least I would die with the lie.

      Cael took a deep, heaving breath. “Will this be enough?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “You have the tchinth extract.”

      I tried to roll away but could not move. She had pilfered my pouch. “You’re the Reader,” I said, knowing she had already tried it.

      She coughed. “You don’t know.”

      “It’s weakened. Diluted,” I admitted.

      There was only so much I could do with the tchinth Orly had poured into the wine. The powder itself was a potent poison when mixed with liquid. When heated, it changed, becoming an agent of healing. I didn’t know if diluting it in wine would affect the healing properties.

      She coughed again and struggled to sit upright. Slowly, she managed to reach up to my mouth and she poured what remained of the vial between my lips. Tchinth tasted both sweet and sour, stinging my throat as it trickled slowly down into my stomach.

      “You waited,” I realized.

      She nodded and I saw the strength slowly returning to her eyes. “I had to know.”

      “And if it did not?”

      “Then I would have done everything in my power to destroy the crystal.”

      Destroyed. I did not even think it possible to destroy one of the five crystals. Few knew they existed, and fewer still understood their connection to the people of Elaeavn.

      “But it did,” she said. Then she leaned toward me and kissed my forehead again.

      “When did you know?”

      “When I first touched your mind. Then again when Lorst attacked.”

      I shivered, suddenly aware that I could move my fingers again. “I don’t think we should linger,” I said. “Lorst will not be the only one after you.” Nor after me. I was hunted now as well, and with a price even higher than hers.

      “No,” she agreed. “And… Lorst will heal.”

      I managed to roll my head to look where I expected Lorst to have fallen. The road here was rocky as it sloped slowly toward the Devn Mountains, winding along the outer edge of the massive mountains as it snaked toward Cort. Enough of the dirt remained that I saw tracks in the road. There was little blood, only a drop or two that likely came from Cael. Lorst was gone.

      “You didn’t kill him.”

      “I could not.”

      “The knife?”

      She held out empty hands to me. “I didn’t keep it.”

      “Then how?” I asked, turning to look at her.

      “I’m not completely defenseless,” she said.

      Her eyes suddenly flared a bright green and I felt her within my head. Whatever she did was cold and angry, tearing through my skull.

      “Enough,” I said.

      The sense shifted, softening. No longer painful, now it was almost… pleasurable. I felt it linger, like her lips on my forehead, and I shivered again.

      “Enough!”

      She smiled and her eyes faded, leaving only flecks of green.

      “Lorst is gone, then.”

      “For now,” she agreed. “He managed to Slide away as I touched his mind. There is something there I don’t understand…” She shook her head. “It left him injured but he will heal.”

      I wouldn’t have been as kind. “You could have stopped him sooner.”

      “Possibly,” she shrugged. “I don’t know. There was something about him that made what I did difficult.”

      I met her eyes and wished for a moment that I’d never met her. This was to have been an easy job. Now it appeared to be my last—at least in Eban.

      “Can you walk?” she asked.

      I flexed my legs, surprised that I was able to move them. Muscles in my arm twitched. The wound in my stomach ached but didn’t hurt as expected. Perhaps the tchinth was not as diluted as I had thought. I laughed, holding my stomach as I did. Cael’s eyes flared briefly as she watched me. I wondered if she ever talked to someone without Reading them.

      “You are not as easy to Read as you think,” she said. She tilted her head, eyes flaring for a moment. “Why do you laugh?”

      “I’ve worked with Orly many times. Each time I meet him, he tests me, attempting to kill me, always failing. This time, he did more than that. He saved me. Us.”

      Cael tilted her head, smiling. “Fortunate that he acquired the tchinth. I understand that it’s quite rare.”

      I nodded. Tchinth was rare. I’d not been able to acquire any in nearly two years, though I didn’t have Orly’s resources. Still, there was something about the way Cael mentioned the powder.

      I felt shaky and weak as I stood. Worse, I felt vulnerable. I doubted that I could manage to defend either of us were it to come to that. Thankfully, Lorst had given us the key to escaping the city.

      “I will be of little use until I regain my strength,” I told Cael as we slipped back into the shadows.

      “Then, for now, I’ll protect you.”

      She placed her arm around my waist, giving me just enough support to keep upright, almost as if we were little more than intoxicated lovers of the sort I’d seen at the Durven. Were life only so simple.

      I felt her smile and heard a soft chuckle.

      Damn.

      “There are things that are meant to be private,” I said as we neared a bend in the road.

      “Why private?” she asked. “It’s not as if your thoughts are particularly quiet.”

      I grunted. “It’s not as if I am strong enough to keep them quiet.” I had never thought of myself as particularly weak until I met Cael.

      She nodded agreement. “I’ll try to refrain,” she said and paused, looking over at me. “What will you do now?”

      In darkness where only one of the Sighted could see, I saw her face. Soft, delicate, eyes pale with none of her strength now visible. Her dress tattered, ripped in places from scooting away from Lorst. The small cut on her arm now faded, only the hint of dried blood as evidence that she had been injured. A wide rip in the middle of her dress exposed the pale flesh of her stomach.

      She chuckled soft and low. I did not cringe.

      “Lorst will return.”

      She nodded.

      “You will return to Elaeavn.”

      “You know that I must.”

      The crystal must return to Elaeavn. One day, I would learn how Orly had acquired one of the crystals. “Does Lorst know about the crystal?”

      Darkness clouded her face. “I don’t know. He must, though.”

      “This was about more than the gold for him. We would not be here,” I said, sweeping my arm around the night, “if that were all this was. He would simply have killed you or taken you to Orly.”

      She nodded.

      I realized then that as much as she Read me, as transparent as I was to Cael, I knew little about her. There was more to this than simply obtaining the crystal. Cael had needed me. How much of this had she planned? Could she have planned?

      Damn Elvraeth politics. Somehow I had been pulled into it again. At least I couldn’t get exiled again. Once had been enough. Other than abandoning Cael to travel alone, there was little I could do except go along.

      As I looked at her soft face, I felt a surge of conflicting emotions. She stared back at me with eyes so pale that it seemed unlikely that she Read me, but still I couldn’t be certain.

      Cael helped me to walk. I felt a reserved longing with her touch and struggled to keep my mind clear from her influence.

      In the light of the moon overhead, I saw her smile.

      An exile, now I was going home.
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      My skin still burned where the knife had cut me and I flexed it, looking over to Cael, who lay near the small crackling fire, eyes now closed, her dark hair tousled around her and pooling on the hard path. Fatigue had overwhelmed her nearly as soon as we stopped. Days without adequate food and water would do that. Too much longer like this and we would be forced to find a village to stop in and rest. I knew such delays would be dangerous, understanding only too well the type of person who hunted us: Men like me.

      Thin smoke drifted into the darkness of the night. With my Sight, I saw the trail easily, noted how it twisted toward the clouds, blowing back toward Eban. I hated that I had to leave, but the price on my head would be nearly the same as was on Cael. For me, there was no return.

      Cael rolled over and looked up at me, not as tired as I had thought. “You could rest.”

      I shook my head. “Not until we’re safe.”

      “You don’t intend to sleep until we reach Elaeavn?”

      That hadn’t been my plan, but how could I sleep when I didn’t know whether she’d be safe? How could I relax until we’d returned the crystal?

      “You still haven’t told me how you acquired that,” I said, motioning toward the pack where she held the crystal. It made us a target, but it was more dangerous than that. Probably more dangerous than I knew.

      She sat up and studied me. I wondered if she Read me at the same time. I could no longer tell. “What do you know about the Elvraeth?”

      I snorted. “More than I would like.”

      “You were exiled.”

      I appreciated that she didn’t call me Forgotten. That was the term used in Elaeavn for those banished from the city, but I liked to think I had not been forgotten. “By the council.”

      “Why?”

      I shook my head. That was something I kept to myself. Even after all these years, it still hurt to think about.

      “Have you heard of the Saenr?”

      “A rite of passage,” I said.

      Cael smiled sadly. “Perhaps for some. For the Elvraeth… we have a custom. When those born into the family reach a certain age, we are brought before the great crystals and given an opportunity to reach for one.”

      “An opportunity?”

      She nodded. “That’s all it is. Most are never allowed the chance to hold one.”

      “Why?”

      Her gaze dropped to her pack and her muscles tensed. “There’s something about the crystals. They… they choose who will hold them.”

      I hadn’t known. There was so much about the Elvraeth that wasn’t known, so this wasn’t surprising.

      “You held one,” I said.

      “I was granted a chance to reach one. My father told me that if I did, I would only be able to hold it, and that it would be returned. I shouldn’t have been able to take it from the crystal chamber.”

      “How did you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I smiled. “You don’t know? You’ve got one of the crystals and you’re not sure how you have it?”

      Cael shook her head. “When I held it… it was like I sat next to the Great Watcher. There was a sense of everything, like I could know everything. Then it faded. When I returned, the crystal was gone.”

      “Has that ever happened before?”

      “The crystals have been a part of Elaeavn for as long as the city has stood. The first Elvraeth saw to it that they were protected, which is why I have to make sure it gets back.”

      There were more reasons than that for her to ensure the crystal returned, but I wondered if Cael knew anything about the dangers in the world that should not obtain it. Not only men like Orly, but others—more powerful than a thief-master—shouldn’t be allowed to acquire it, either.

      Cael fell silent and I stared out into the dark, listening to the sound of the fire crackling softly. In the distance, shadows moved in the night and I studied them. They didn’t alarm me—not yet—but they had been steadily approaching for the last hour.

      “What do you see?”

      “You can Read me. You know what I see.”

      She smiled. “Maybe I can, but that doesn’t mean I always do.”

      I nodded into the darkness, standing and pulling a handful of darts from my pouch. “Two men approach.”

      She sat up and wrapped her arms around her legs. “We could hide. You don’t have to hurt them.”

      I could use coxberry, force them to sleep through the night, but I didn’t have enough to spare. That left something more definitive—or hiding, as she suggested. I doubted we’d hide for long.

      “Let me go check,” I suggested. “Stay alert.”

      With her ability to Read, I suspected she’d notice if anyone approached sooner than I would. I slipped away from the fire and into the darkness, my eyes steadily adjusting to the night.

      It didn’t take long to reach them.

      They were road weary and dirty. One looked older than the other, and though thick and flabby, his eyes flickered constantly. He had the look of sickness to him that his heavy brown cloak tried to hide. Without my Sight, I probably would not have seen it. Sallow eyes seemed sunken in his face. Hair was thin and filmy, not simply greasy as if unwashed. Strange lines worked into his forehead and exposed flesh, lines that likely few saw. Only his gray eyes appeared well, darting and looking at everything with bright interest.

      The younger was thin and tall, his face already going ruddy from too much drink, red lines working along his nose, making it appear quite prominent. Rather than a travel cloak, he wore simple brown breeches and a loose-fitting shirt. Nervous hands touched his pants periodically as he walked.

      They said nothing as they walked, just headed straight toward our fire.

      I hid in the darkness until they moved past, and then followed them. Were it up to me, I would have finished them off before they had a chance to do any harm, but Cael would have been disappointed in that decision, and it was strange how much I didn’t want to disappoint her.

      As they neared the camp, I cleared my throat. Their reaction would decide what happened next.

      The older man jumped. The younger spun, and I noted a flash of metal sheathed at his waist, but he didn’t reach for the knives.

      It wasn’t the reaction I expected from assassins. “Are you looking to join us by the fire?” I asked.

      The older man blinked. “We—”

      “Just looking for a spot of rest,” the other man said.

      “You can rest, but then maybe you move on.”

      They locked eyes for a moment, and the older man nodded.

      I watched them as they came into the firelight, where they took a seat. They noted Cael lying asleep on the far side of the fire, but left her alone. Had they attempted anything, the darts would have left my hand before they had a chance to harm her.

      The older man sighed deeply, rubbing at his arms. “Where are you traveling?” he asked.

      “South.”

      “From Eban?” he asked.

      I crouched just on the edge of the fire, not close enough to let the light distort my Sight and not so far as to leave Cael in danger. Without protection, a woman traveling alone would almost always be in danger—especially one who looked like Cael.

      She shifted slightly, legs moving slightly along the ground, and I suppressed a soft laugh. Not as asleep as she seemed. I wondered again how much she had Read me. Most Readers, I could block. Not Cael, though.

      I nodded, just a simple tip of my head. One hand worked inside my cloak, flipping back the top of my pouch and rustling through the small glass vials I had stored within. The darts could be loaded with poison by feel. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that, but I would be ready.

      “Don’ talk much, do you?” he went on.

      I shrugged. Just a few more moments and the darts would be ready.

      “What you travelin’ so late for? Mos’ woulda been camped for a while.”

      Shifting on my feet so that I was closer to Cael, I looked over at him. In spite of the cool night, his narrow face beaded with a thin sheen of sweat. Hands grabbed at his clothes again. Occasionally he would glance over at the older man, almost looking for reassurance.

      “You going to pull one of those knives?” I asked. Best to get it out there if that was what it would come to. The terad I’d mixed was diluted. If they were lucky, they’d only be incapacitated rather than killed.

      “Not sure what you talkin’ bout,” the younger man said. His words had a slow pitch to them that I did not recognize.

      Making sure to keep Cael protected, I stood. A knife appeared in my hand from beneath my cloak—one I’d taken from Lorst and cleaned of poison. The other hand held the darts.

      The older man glanced at the knife and blinked slowly. The younger man just sat next to the fire, unmoving.

      Faster than I would have thought possible, the older man unsheathed a sword from somewhere under his cloak. He held it casually, his stance letting me know that he knew how to use it. I decided then that I might have misjudged. The younger one hadn’t been doing this long. Unfortunate that he had been brought along. More unfortunate that he wouldn’t have any answers.

      “You don’t want to be doing that, boss,” the older man said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          8

        

      

    
    
      The man spoke softly and with an accent I couldn’t place. Possibly Cort or even farther north. I wondered why he was here, this far south of Eban, only the forest ahead of us. “We can make this easy. Just need your coin.”

      I tilted my head. The flames would obscure my eyes from them; otherwise, I wondered if they would still have pressed the attack.

      I should have just killed them when I had the chance. Now I’d have to fight them, something I didn’t really want to do. After the last few days on the road, all I wanted was sleep, but even that wasn’t safe with what we had to do.

      “Not much coin,” I said.

      The older man’s face split into a soft smile. He was missing some of his teeth and his tongue darted through them to lick his lips. “I said we could make this easy.”

      Knives appeared in the younger man’s hands. He held them too tightly for someone accustomed to using them well. Firelight glinted off the blade. Faint scratches etched the surface. Not even good steel.

      With a flick of my wrist, I could send the knife I held through his throat, but I’d prefer if I could keep from killing again. I hated that Cael had already seen so much around me.

      “The lady there is too well dressed for you to have an empty purse. Likely she hired you to accompany her on the road.” He looked at me for confirmation. When none came, he narrowed his eyes, his thick brow furrowing and casting more shadows across his face. “We will take what she paid you and whatever she has left on her.”

      “Just the coin and you’ll leave us?” I asked. I knew how these men thought. Let them think I would give up the coin for safety. Most men would.

      The older man tipped his head in assent.

      I shifted closer to Cael. Now I was near enough that I could smell her, the perfume of lilacs or some other sweet flower subtle around her. Somehow, even the filth of the road hadn’t spoiled her scent. Like always, when I got too close to her, I felt a sense of longing. She claimed she did nothing to push the emotion upon me, but with her abilities I was never certain.

      “Why do you need the coin?” I asked.

      I could tell from his face he had not expected that question. “What does it matter to you?”

      “It matters.”

      The younger man shifted, separating from the older man. His hands were twitchy, the knives still tight in his grip. Much longer and he would do something foolish. I didn’t worry about myself, but I would not let something happen to Cael because of their stupidity. Or my reluctance.

      Studying them, I could see the tension in both their eyes. Mixed with it was something else—determination—and I knew this would only end one way.

      With a flourish, I spun the knife and shoved it back under my cloak. The older man started to relax, thinking they had won. Then, with a quick flick, I sent one of my darts flying across the fire. It stuck in the younger man’s leg.

      He had enough time to feel it stick before his muscles failed. Knives fell in a soft clatter. As he sank to the ground, his mouth went wide as he worked uselessly to say something.

      The older man glanced over at the man, now lying motionless on the ground, while maintaining his attention on me. I half expected him to run over and check to see if he still breathed. When he didn’t, that told me a bit more about him.

      “What did you do?” the man asked. His voice was deep but soft, as if he didn’t use it very often anymore.

      “Put the sword away,” I said.

      “Is he dead?”

      I shrugged. “Probably not.” Mixing the terad blindly made me slightly less certain than usual, but I knew that it shouldn’t be fatal. That was one advantage of terad. Reversibility was another. That had saved my life more than once. “The sword.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You’ll get the same. In your weakened state, I’m not sure you will survive the toxin.”

      The man’s breath caught for a moment before he sighed. “How did you know?” There was defiance in his tone but he sheathed the sword anyway.

      “You’ve got the look about you,” I said.

      “What look?”

      “One of a man who knows his days are behind him. Can’t figure why you’d be out on the road.”

      Whatever strength was left in him faded suddenly and he slumped to the ground. “Does it matter?” he asked. “You’re just going to kill me.”

      I bit back a laugh. “Only if it needs doing,” I said. “You going to tell me what you need? You could have passed us by but you made a point of coming straight toward us.” I wouldn’t have been any good to Cael if I didn’t pay attention to such things.

      “How long did you know?”

      “At least the last hour,” I said. I hadn’t paid enough attention to know when they first came onto the road. I realized that she had probably known they were here as well.

      The older man ran a hand through his hair and let out a soft breath. “Ah, shit. Doesn’t matter then.” He plopped onto the ground and rested his chin on his hands. “You got any food?”

      The adjustment surprised me. “You want to check on your man?”

      “Will it change anything?”

      I shook my head. The effect of the terad would last as long as it lasted. Diluted as it was, I figured he had two hours or more before he came around. Even then, he would be weakened.

      “Then it don’ matter much, do it?” he asked.

      I watched the casual way he moved. With his size, such grace impressed me. But something was off. How much longer did he have before whatever it was that ate at him finished him off? What would drive such a man to venture out on the road?

      I waved him closer, making sure to keep myself between him and Cael. “We don’t have much,” I admitted. Our trip hadn’t exactly been planned.

      “I’m Nord,” he said. He took a seat on the opposite side of the fire, careful not to look at Cael.

      I nodded.

      “You gonna tell me your name?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Now, about that food?”

      I thought about what stores we had. I had managed to catch a hare two nights ago but most of the meat was gone, eaten that first night. I didn’t dare venture away from Cael long enough to hunt something larger, no matter how she protested that she would be fine. That left the strips of jerky we had found on our first night. The farmhouse had been dark when I snuck in, taking whatever I could to stock us for the journey. The coins I left behind would be more than enough to pay for what was taken.

      I tossed him two strips of the meat. That didn’t leave us much.

      “You going to tell me what you’re doing out here?” I asked.

      He pulled off a large bite, chewing heavily. His breath huffed as he chewed. “Same as you. Moving south.”

      “What’s south for you?” I asked.

      Nord chewed a few more bites before pausing and taking a long swig of water from a skin he pulled from beneath his cloak. “Hope.”

      I frowned. “Odan?” I asked. The massive city was likely weeks away by horse. I couldn’t imagine how long it would take to reach by foot. I doubted he traveled to Elaeavn like us.

      “Not Odan,” he said in between bites.

      I could press him but wasn’t sure it would matter. Now that he was here, I had to figure out what to do with him. A terad-tipped dart would make sure we were left alone, but I hadn’t been lying when I told him that I wasn’t sure he would survive it.

      “What kind of hope are you looking for?” I asked.

      “Same as any,” Nord said. “A chance to live.”

      Cael sat up as he spoke. She brushed her dark hair away from her face. Deep green eyes were bright and clear. She shuffled closer to me, staring across the fire at Nord.

      “Lady,” Nord said. He had started in on a second strip of jerky and looked over at me. “Don’ worry. Your man here kept you safe.”

      Cael smiled. When she smiled like that, her face looked even more lovely. At least to me. I wondered what glamour Nord saw. Cael had shown me once, but I didn’t know if she bothered to maintain the glamour now that we were out of Eban.

      “I’m surprised, Galen,” she said.

      I shrugged.

      “The other?”

      “He’ll live,” I said.

      Cael’s smile deepened. “You don’t need to sound so disappointed.”

      I shook my head but knew better than to say anything more. Likely she knew more than I did about what these men were after. It was clear to me that this was about more than coin.

      She turned to Nord and looked over the fire at him. What color did her eyes look to him? Did she flare the bright green—the distinctive mark of one born of Elaeavn—or did her glamour hide even that?

      “Where is the healer?” Cael asked.

      The question was a command. Even I couldn’t imagine him not answering.

      Nord blinked. “Not sure where she is, lady. Only know that she’s in the south. A great one, name Della. Powerful healing,” he said. His words came out in a tumble. They were for my benefit; Cael already had Read all she needed to know.

      Della.

      I hadn’t heard the name for years. Not since I left Elaeavn. I hadn’t even known that she still lived. If Nord had heard of her, I suspected that she did.

      Cael looked over at me, a curious look on her face. I shook my head slightly, knowing that I didn’t need to for her to know what I was thinking. We had enough trouble on our own; we didn’t need to take on extra. We couldn’t help.

      “Who is Della?” Cael asked Nord, but the question was not for him. Not really.

      I tried to make my mind go blank but failed. Everything came to mind in a rush. With a prominent fluttering in my mind, I knew Cael was Reading me. She made no attempt to hide that fact.

      With a force of will, I slammed up the barriers in my mind, hating that I had to do so.
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      Cael looked at me with a frown. She bit her lower lip, eyes narrowed. A thick strand of black curls fell in front of her face and she looked past it, completely ignoring it as she fixed her eyes fully on me.

      I felt the full weight of her ability then.

      She pressed against my barriers. Whether this was some test or whether she had Read something else she thought she needed, I was determined not to fail, pushing just as hard against her. A sense of her amusement slipped past; it mixed with a hint of annoyance.

      “Not much I know about Della,” Nord answered.

      Cael turned and looked at him but I still felt her focus upon me, digging at my barriers, trying to slip past or over. Being around her was dangerous. No secrets.

      “Rumors, mostly. A name whispered in certain circles for men in need. Said to be a great healer, one gifted by the Great Watcher in ways only her kind—”

      “She is of Elaeavn?” Cael interrupted. There was surprise in her voice. That meant she hadn’t managed to Read me completely. Nord nodded. “What else do you know of this Della?”

      When Nord shrugged, she turned to me again.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. Della. Not just a gifted healer but someone with a secret of her own. It was a secret she fought hard to hide, one that I would be damned if I would reveal, even to Cael. Especially to Cael, I decided. As one of the Elvraeth, one whose family ruled over Elaeavn, she couldn’t know more about Della.

      But how could I reveal that to Cael without angering her? How to let her know that there were some secrets I had to keep. In her mind, there were no such secrets, but as a Reader, she didn’t have to share the same way others did. If it worked both ways, then it might be a different matter, but Cael was nearly just as much a mystery to me now as she was when I first met her. In some ways, even more.

      Already I saw that Cael wanted to help Nord. After all, he had only tried to rob us.

      “What happened to him?” I asked Cael.

      She frowned. I knew she expected me to tell her what I knew about Della, but I kept my barriers in place, determined to keep her from knowing anything more about her than necessary. There were some that still lived in Elaeavn I remained loyal to, no matter that I had been exiled. There were certain favors you could never forget, certain debts always owed.

      When I didn’t say anything more, Cael just shook her head. “It is not clear. Some sort of sickness. I see a tree but do not know its name.”

      My heart fluttered in my chest just a little, fearing what would come next.

      “Bakka trees,” Nord said, nodding. He frowned. “How did you know?”

      Bakka.

      Already I knew what was wrong with Nord. Now that he said it, I recognized the signs. The wasting look to his face, the fevers that burned at his skin, boiling through his blood. The strange lines where he had once been scalded. Depending on how long ago he was exposed, he shouldn’t have much longer to live.

      “What are bakka trees?” Cael asked.

      I took a deep breath. “A twisted tree. I know of only a few places where they are found. They have a dark power to them, feeding off blood and pain. They grow near water—lakes or ponds, rarely anything moving—and taint the water. Anything that drinks from the water gets sick. Most die.”

      I did not look over at Nord as I spoke, but from the edge of my vision I saw him nod.

      “Have you used this?” she asked me.

      “No.”

      Bakka was not specific enough for what I needed. Too many died. That just wasn’t how I operated.

      I made sure those thoughts slipped through my barrier. Cael nodded, signaling that she understood.

      “But you know of it?” she asked.

      That wasn’t the question she wanted answered. Just like when she asked Nord about Della.

      “I know of it,” I said.

      I hadn’t thought of bakka in years. Not since I was trying to establish myself in Eban and had been asked about the strange trees growing along the edge of the Yiln River to the south. Bakka were one of the few plants my mentor Isander never used, though he made certain to demonstrate the effects. And I had been foolish enough share that knowledge, thinking there was little harm in letting the fledgling thief-master learn about the trees.

      “Was it—” she started.

      My nod cut her off. I didn’t say his name.

      Or course it would be Orly.

      Had he sent Nord after us? The timing seemed wrong. We hadn’t even been gone a week. Not enough time for Orly to have sent someone like him after us. And Nord would have been an unlikely person sent after me, but maybe that was the point.

      Even here, far outside the city, I couldn’t really get away from Orly.

      Thinking back to when I had shared with Orly what I knew of the bakka, I hadn’t known if he had used what he had learned until now. I had my suspicions. His swift rise in Eban was difficult to explain otherwise; some of the other thief-masters had to die for him to move up. I had killed one myself. But to take the kind of control he had managed in such a short period of time had taken a different type of targeting, one that I had been unwilling to partake in. There had been an unsettled suspicion that he had used what I had shared to get rid of his competition, but I had not know with certainty.

      I let out a long sigh, shaking my head.

      If not for me, Orly wouldn’t have learned what he needed to use the bakka trees to poison the water. If not for me, Nord wouldn’t be dying.

      Nord had been looking from Cael to me, his eyes going ever wider. Sunken as they were in his sickly face, the effect was almost grotesque. He wiped a thick hand across his face, smearing the sheen of sweat across the sleeve of his dark cloak. Now that I knew it was bakka poisoning, I wondered just how much pain he was in to have such sweats. Amazing that he still sat so comfortably and had moved as gracefully as he had with the sword. A marker of his desperation, I was certain.

      “You know of bakka?” The question came out in a whisper. “In the years since my exposure, I haven’t found any others that know of it. Can you reverse its effects?”

      “You were exposed years ago?” I asked.

      When he nodded, I knew that it must have been Orly. The timing would have been right.

      “How is it that you are still alive?” I asked.

      Nord blinked slowly. His face changed. “I-I’ve been lucky,” he answered.

      I saw the lie on his face.

      Cael would have Read it. She shook her head. “You have been more than lucky,” she said softly. She leaned forward, the front of her travel-worn dress falling forward.

      I couldn’t help it that my eyes fell to her cleavage. Even knowing the effect she had on me, knowing the emotions she pushed at me without realizing it, I still couldn’t control the urges I felt around her. Nord had more restraint. I wished that I could manage the same.

      He nodded and took a long, stuttering breath. “The Yiln was tainted. I lost a friend when we tried to keep it from reaching the town but weren’t fast enough. Everyone got sick.” His voice grew thick and he bit back a heavy sob. “The whole town died. I don’t know how I survived.”

      Cael looked at him with an expression of deep concern. “You lost someone you care about.”

      Nord nodded. “She was the reason I was there. Wasn’t even ’sposed to be in town by then, but I met Savel.” He swallowed and took a steadying breath. “She was one of the first that died. I shoulda left when the others got sick, but I couldn’t. It was my fault.” His voice trailed off. “My fault,” he said again.

      The fire crackled softly. The night had a chill to the air but Nord didn’t seem to notice. He was withdrawn for a different reason. Whatever he had seen haunted him. I recognized the expression. There were many things that haunted me the same way.

      “How are you still alive?” I asked.

      Exposure years ago should have killed him, just like it had killed the rest of the town—but somehow he lived. I needed to know why.

      Nord looked from me to Cael, desperation coming to his eyes. He didn’t want to say why he had survived when he should have been dead, but neither of us offered him the reprieve that he sought.

      “The one who poisoned me doles out an antidote, but only if I do certain jobs for him. I should have stopped doing the jobs long ago. I could have said no at any time, but…”

      An antidote. I did not think there was a good antidote for bakka poisoning. Not one that lasted like this. Could Orly have learned another secret? One that protected him while so many others fell ill?

      And if he’d been working for Orly, how was it that I hadn’t seen him before now? With someone like him working in Eban, I should have seen him before.

      “You weren’t ready to die,” Cael said.

      Nord shook his head. “Is anyone ever ready to die?”

      “Some are,” I said. I had seen many that were ready. Too many that seemed eager for death, almost as if they chased it.

      Nord just blinked. “Can’t keep doing the jobs,” he said. “Not anymore. I been lookin’ for someone else that could help me. Maybe find another source of the antidote…” He sighed. “I came across a few healers, but none had ever heard of bakka. Anything I been offered never works, not like the antidote I get when I do the jobs. Even that is not working like it once did. I need real healing.”

      “How did you hear of Della?” I asked. I shouldn’t bring her up again around Cael, but I needed to know what sort of information was out there. Cael wasn’t the only one I wanted to protect. Just the most recent.

      Cael looked at me, a curl of a smile on her full lips. Her deep green eyes flashed and I felt the pressure of her trying to Read me again. I pushed back.

      “There was a name a few of the healers knew. Rumors, mostly. Most I never thought were true. Heard her name a few times before I began to wonder if there might be more to the rumors. Then I started to look for her.”

      I sniffed. If Della’s name was mentioned in Eban, then she wanted it known. I wondered why that would be.

      “You won’t find Della unless she wants you to find her,” I said.

      “You know her?” Nord asked.

      Damn. I should have kept silent.

      “Please—you have to help me find her! I need to get away from—” He cut himself off. “I need to be healed,” he said, trying to speak reasonably. “I can’t keep living this way. Never knowing if I will get enough of the medicine to make it through the next week. Never knowing if my skin is going to boil off. Never knowing when the bleeding is going to start.”

      I looked away. The bleeding would be the worst. Coming out both ends, dying that way was a horrible death. How many had Nord seen die in such a way? Had it really been a whole town? What purpose would Orly have had in poisoning an entire town?

      “I can’t help you,” I said.

      Nord’s eyes pleaded with me. Cael scratched at my barriers, digging for information, trying to Read what I knew of Della. I would make neither happy.

      “What do you know of the bakka trees?” Cael asked me.

      I frowned. “Just what I have told you.”

      She shook her head. “Do you know of this antidote?”

      “No.”

      “Tell the truth.”

      The words carried the ring of command. Even though I knew what it was that she did, I could not ignore the command. That was Cael’s gift, part of her ability.

      “There is an antidote. I do not know how he would know of it. The making of it is difficult, possibly more difficult than I could manage. It is inefficient and should not have kept him alive this long.” That wasn’t entirely true, but maybe it was. With Cael compelling me to speak the truth, I had little choice in what I said.

      “Will you take him to Della?” she asked.

      I felt the command in her voice again. “No.”

      I waited, hoping that she wouldn’t make me tell her about Della, but that command never came. At least, not yet.

      “Then you will help him find this cure.”

      I took a breath, trying to fight the demand she placed upon me. “You must be returned safely. If you don’t make it back—”

      Cael shook her head, stopping anything else I might have said. “You will help him find his cure.”

      The urge to start off on a search for the antidote struck me in such a way that I started away from the fire before realizing what it was that I was doing. With a great effort, I turned back and made a show of standing before Cael. I looked into her eyes, pushing the anger out of my voice before I said anything to her.

      “Do not Compel me, Cael,” I said between gritted teeth.

      She blinked as if she did nothing wrong. Only the corner of her eyes betrayed her anxiety. “Galen—”

      I shook my head.

      “You had a hand in this,” she whispered. “Don’t claim you did not. And you want to help him. I couldn’t force that.”

      Whatever hand I had was distant, but still there. “Possibly.”

      “Can you really leave him to suffer?”

      I glanced at Nord. I could not imagine the years of suffering he had already experienced, the suffering he continued to feel as Orly demanded more and more from him.

      In my dealings with Orly, I had always been able to say no. Nord had no such luxury.

      “If I am to help, then we need for you to reach safety,” I said.

      She nodded, not bothering to hide the trace of a smile on her face.

      It didn’t matter what I said to Cael. She had already decided what she would do.
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      That night was difficult for me. While Cael rested comfortably, I didn’t sleep. Already tired from days of staying on edge, while sitting watch, my mind churned, keeping me awake and standing on the edge of a sharpened knife.

      Nord crashed on the other side of the fire, curling up near his friend—a man named Thayer—who lay motionless, the effect of the terad still working through him. All night, Nord moved, his sleep fitful and restless. Occasionally he would moan or call out. During those times I could not help but agree with Cael that we needed to help him end his suffering.

      Other times, I felt different. Watching Cael, seeing the way her face seemed so peaceful and trusting, even while she slept, I knew that regardless of what she said, she needed me to keep her safe. The crystal she carried with her, still hidden somewhere, was more valuable than any coins we had on us. If someone were to steal it…

      Cael knew the value of the crystal. It was she who had set out after losing it during her Saenr. But I doubted she was the only one who understood why the crystal was valuable.

      I watched as the fire gradually faded. When Thayer started stirring, I dosed him with another dart of diluted terad. We may be taking on Nord and helping him, but I was determined not to let these men have equal numbers on us. Besides, I had seen the jumpy way that Thayer had looked at me. He would likely as not send a knife into my ribs, even if it was by accident. Better that he remain motionless, the terad keeping him controlled.

      “You said it will wear off,” Nord asked me when he woke in the morning. He sat up and, for the first time, checked on Thayer.

      He pocketed a pair of the man’s knives, thinking himself to be discreet. Whatever Cael thought she had Read of him, there was still a part of Nord that could not be trusted. A dying man was a risk; the only thing he could be counted on was doing whatever it took to save his own skin.

      “In time,” I answered.

      “How are we gonna bring him with us?” Nord asked, looking from Cael to me. He didn’t know who was in charge. In truth, neither did I.

      “We’re not.”

      “What do you mean? Can’t just leave him here!”

      I only stared.

      “You gonna leave a man just lying on the side of the road? There’s no place around for nearly two days!”

      “Not my man. Not my problem,” I said.

      I widened my stance, making certain that Nord saw me as a threat. If he thought we were bringing Thayer with us, that meant he thought we were working as some sort of team. He needed to know that while Cael might want to help him, I still was not fully decided. If he pulled a few more tricks like pocketing extra knives, I just might see that a dart accidentally sank into his back.

      “Galen?”

      Cael looked over at me. I saw from her face that she had been Reading me. I hadn’t been particularly careful with protecting my thoughts. She needed to know where I stood. My primary concern would be her safety.

      “I won’t have us bringing another man on this,” I said. “Nord’s man will be fine soon enough. By that time, we will be far enough down the road that he won’t be able to follow us or interfere.”

      “Thayer’s a good kid,” Nord said. Even this early in the morning, sweat was pouring down his face. “Jus’ wants to help me.”

      “You sure of that?” I asked. I had my doubts about the pairing from the moment I saw them. Now that I knew that Nord had been working for Orly—no matter how reluctantly—I wasn’t about to have another of Orly’s men with us. The price on Cael’s head was over twenty gold. The one on mine was twice that amount. That much money at stake would make any man do something foolish. “How long have you been working with him?”

      Nord frowned and wiped his arm across his face. “A couple of months. Long enough to know that he only wants to help.”

      I shook my head slightly. “Long enough for him to gain your trust.”

      Nord shook his head. A shiver shook him and he wrapped his cloak more tightly around himself.

      “How long have you been without the antidote?” I asked.

      “A few days,” he admitted.

      Since they set out on the road. That gave me a hint of the timing.

      We’d been gone a few days as well. Either this was a coincidence… or Orly had sent them. I suspected the latter, regardless of what Nord claimed.

      “How long between dosings have you been going?”

      “A little over a week. Why?”

      I did the math quickly. Figure he had been on the road for two or three days. Another three days and he would be needing the antidote. Maybe one or two more before it was too late. Not enough time.

      “This isn’t going to work. You need to get back to the city. Get the antidote. I’ll do what I can and then we’ll find you.”

      Thankfully, Cael didn’t say anything in response to my lie. It would take us too long to get to Elaeavn, and then there was no guarantee I’d return, especially with Orly after me. I might be able to find Della—if she were willing to see me again—but would I risk myself for this man?

      Nord shook his head. “No. Outside of healers, I’ve never found anyone that knew the name Della. Last night you said you knew how to make the cure. Why would I go back and beg for the antidote?”

      “There’s not the time to get what you need. Not before it’s too late.”

      Nord still shook his head. His sunken eyes looked especially haunted in the rising sunlight. “Already too late. Didn’t take the last job. There’s no way I can get back in time and get the job done. Even if I tried, there is no guarantee that I can get the antidote. If you knew this man, you’d understand.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking. I likely knew Orly better than he did. How many times had I worked with him over the years? Lately, he’d taken to testing me, thinking to discover my weakness, and because of that, he’d saved us. I doubted he’d do the same for Nord, especially if he’d refused a job.

      “We’re going to have to move fast,” I said. If this worked—and there was no telling whether I could find the necessary ingredients—then we had to hurry along the road.

      “There is another option,” Cael said softly.

      I felt her working through my mind. It was no more than a sense of a breeze, but now that I knew what it was, she couldn’t hide her presence. With a force of effort, I slammed up the barriers in my mind, preventing her from digging through my memories.

      “No. There is not,” I said. No matter what she thought, I would not be the one to bring attention to Della. “We should go.”

      Nord took a long look at Thayer. We left the fire crackling softly, little more than coals, but enough that it would keep him warm were he immobilized for much longer. With terad, the body cools as well, so the fire would help. Regardless, he would be stiff and slow when he finally came around.

      I still considered dosing him again.

      Starting off the road, I veered toward the south. The road we had been traveling on led southwest, and if we were to hurry, we needed to take a more direct route. The terrain changed rapidly as we left the road, going from relatively flat and smooth, a few trees dotting the plains that were otherwise just a vast expanse of grass to more sloping hills. The distant mountains in the north and to the west stuck out like smudges of darkness against the horizon, a few pale clouds smeared around their peaks. The air was stale and still. The sun climbed overhead, still not hot but growing warmer the farther we walked.

      Cael wore a slight smile on her face as we moved, as if this was all some sort of adventure. Nord heaved, his breaths slow and ragged, each step seeming harder than the last, especially as we scrambled down a long rock wall toward the flat valley below. Given his size and the lingering effects of the bakka working through his system, I was not entirely surprised.

      I moved relatively easily. My leather cloak hung heavily on my shoulders. The longer we walked, the more tempted I was to remove it. The heat of the sun made wearing it almost unbearable, but I didn’t feel comfortable without it. Especially since it had nearly saved my life when I rescued Cael from Lorst. The knife wound in my side still ached. Occasionally it would flare with pain, a reminder of the srirach that had tipped the blade.

      We reached the bottom of the rocky valley. A wide stream wound through here. We would follow the stream until we reached the Yiln. There we would wander until we found dried bakka. I was leery of the plan, knowing that if it didn’t work, we could all end up as poisoned as Nord.

      Cael looked back at me as we reached the water. I nodded and she leaned in and took a long drink. Nord hesitated. After his experience with the bakka, I was not surprised. Any water was potentially dangerous. Were there even traces in the stream, it would accelerate the poisoning. I wondered if he knew.

      Nord seemed to consider before pulling a small skin out from beneath his cloak and taking a sip. He wiped the sickly sheen of sweat off his face and then returned the skin to its hiding place beneath his cloak.

      “You should drink,” Cael said. It was not a command—no power infused her voice, or he would have been compelled to drink.

      Nord shook his head. Strings of his greasy hair fluttered across his face. Sallow jowls of flesh jiggled beneath his chin. “No, sure it’s safe. Prefer to trust what I brought with me,” he answered.

      She turned to me. “Am I—”

      “Fine,” I told her. “You and I can drink this water without worry.” I paused and took a drink to demonstrate. Even knowing I was safe, after seeing what had happened to Nord, I couldn’t help but feel a little anxious. “Nord’s fears are not unfounded. Bakka grow naturally along many streams. Most are harmless, leaving traces only in the water—nothing that would lead to the toxicity he has experienced. That takes a concerted effort. An intentional attempt to poison. But even the traces in the water can add to what has already happened to him. Might speed along the poisoning.”

      Nord nodded. “Learned the hard way,” he said. “Almost didn’t make it back in time. Job wasn’t quite done. Didn’t think I would get to the antidote in time. Now I make sure to have enough water in my skin at all times.”

      “How do you refill your skin?” she asked.

      Nord looked at the stream with a strange expression. “Certain streams are safe.”

      “How do you know?” she asked.

      “I know.”

      I wondered about the answer. Was it something Orly had told him? Another way to keep him tied to Eban, held close so that he couldn’t wander too far afield, or was there another reason? I doubted that Orly did anything for reason other than profit. I had far too much experience with Orly to believe otherwise.

      Cael glanced at the water and took another tentative sip. I saw the look on her face as she tasted it, trying to decide if anything seemed off. Finally, she stood. “Where now?” she asked.

      The question was for Nord’s benefit. I had already made sure she could Read what I had planned. At least there was some benefit to her being able to Read. If only it worked both ways and she could send her thoughts to me. Something like that had happened with her once, but I knew it took a great force of will and more effort than she needed to expend.

      “We follow this stream. All these streams eventually reach the Yiln.”

      “You want to find more bakka trees?” Nord asked. His voice was suspicious and worried.

      “Dried ones only. There is something about the trees that affects the water supply. They pull all the moisture out of the surrounding land and then the trees go dormant. Those are the trees we need to find. Nothing dangerous about them.”

      I didn’t figure he needed to know where the danger in the plan was just yet. If he survived—and there still wasn’t a guarantee that he would live through the journey—then he would see for himself.

      “And then?” Nord asked.

      “Then we go our separate ways,” I said. Already I was eager to see the last of him, letting him return to Eban or wherever he wanted to go, any way I could get away from Orly completely. Having even this slight connection to Orly made me uncomfortable. I knew that I would always be looking over my shoulder, wondering when one of his men might find me.

      Thankfully, Cael nodded.

      “But not before?” Nord asked.

      “No.”
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      We moved on, following the stream. By midday, the sun was up and hot, burning on the back of my neck. Nord struggled, moving slower the farther we walked. Cael followed close to me, knowing or Reading that I wanted to make sure that she stayed nearby. We both let Nord trail us. Part of me wondered if that was wise, but hearing him wheezing distantly behind us left me somewhat reassured.

      “Do you know when we might find the trees?” Cael asked during the afternoon.

      Thin clouds drifting across the sky were nothing like the heavy, dark clouds I saw so commonly in Eban. The air was crisp, scented with the soft hint of decaying leaves and the water of the stream. A soft breeze fluttered at my cloak, but not enough to cool me. We made our way along the stream’s edge, following it south as it meandered through the countryside. Trees lined either side but quickly disappeared, leaving a flat expanse of dried brown grasses rolling away from the stream. The only green that existed was around the water.

      “Not entirely,” I said. “We’ll have to move away from the stream eventually. We need dormant trees, the kind not found near water.”

      “Why dormant?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “There is something to the bark that can help.”

      “Just the bark?” she asked. The tone of her voice let me know that she had Read more from me but not enough to understand.

      “Not just the bark. It is a base for what we need. By itself, the bark is useless, mostly. Some chew it. I’ve seen men hallucinate after chewing on dried bakka bark, but most do it because it is thought to be medicinal.”

      “But it’s not.”

      I shrugged. “Who’s to say? There are some who would think this stream is medicinal.”

      A smile quirked her lips. “Who indeed?” she said.

      With that, I knew what she was thinking. I didn’t need to be a Reader to know that she wanted to know more about Della. My determination to keep my secret only increased Cael’s interest. At least I could still hide some things from her. Everyone had secrets they didn’t want to share. Especially me.

      As we walked, I scanned the horizon, looking for signs of dormant trees. Dormant bakka existed in dry beds, areas where water had once been prominent but had long since disappeared. Some suspected the bakka trees themselves led to streams drying out, pulling the moisture out of the stream as they grew, storing it within their deep roots, until nothing but dry soil remained. And then the trees went dormant, their trunks changing and graying, leaves drying out but never falling off. As far as I knew, no bakka tree dropped completely, never falling over like so many other trees that existed in other forests, places like the Aisl.

      My mentor Isander suspected there was something else to the bakka trees, something that none had ever learned. Not that he claimed to know, only that even the dormant trees seemed to have something quite alive about them. It was this quality that Isander suspected lent itself to the healing properties of the antidote. Even that probably worked differently than what I knew.

      Finally, in the distance, I saw a small trail along the stream, etching the dry soil, leaving a recessed dry rivulet. “There,” I said, pointing for Cael as we neared.

      She looked, not seeing what it was that I saw. As one of the Elvraeth, she was gifted with all of the abilities, Sight among them, though some manifested more strongly than others. While she was Sighted, she was not strongly so, nothing like what I possessed.

      “The trail?” she asked.

      I pointed to where the trail seemed to lead off the stream we followed. “Not always a trail,” I said. “This was once a stream like this. Perhaps the same stream, only routed differently.” That was a possibility I had not considered before. Could the bakka trees be used to change the direction of the water? If so, such knowledge could be valuable. And dangerous.

      Cael’s eyes widened as she Read me. “What now?” she asked.

      Nord reached us. I heard his labored breathing and glanced back. Sweat moistened his brow and he leaned forward on his legs to catch his breath. His eyes stayed half open as he panted. A foul odor, partially hidden by his cloak, emanated from him.

      He saw me watching him. “I’m okay,” he said. To prove it, he pulled out his water skin, the odor wafting out from under his cloak as he did, and took a long draw of water. It seemed to refresh him and he stood, stuffing the skin away, his eyes clearing.

      “We need to follow this trail,” I said.

      “How much longer?” Nord asked.

      “As long as it takes,” I answered.

      Nord only nodded.

      Cael and I took another long drink from the stream before leaving the water. I tried to deny the fact that I tasted something bitter in the water, something that made my tongue tingle, but even I could not ignore what I tasted. I recognized the taste; working with Isander, he made sure that I could identify all potential poisons by taste and smell. I did not know why I should taste it so strongly.

      Cael looked up at me. As gifted as she was, she would have even a stronger sense of smell and taste. I nodded once. Still safe. Probably. But—I wondered how much longer it would remain so. If this stream changed, poisoned by the effect of bakka trees that we had not yet seen, what would happen to the villages that depended on it for water?

      We left the stream and the cover of trees. As we moved away toward the open plains, I didn’t care for how exposed we were. I prepared a few darts as we walked, making sure that I would be prepared for whatever we might encounter. I tucked the readied darts into small pockets along my waist. Once readied, I felt more comfortable just knowing that I wouldn’t be unprepared.

      Flat plains stretched in front of us, dropping off far on the horizon. No trees interrupted the trail. The air was hotter as we moved away from the water, though that might have been lack of shade more than anything. The breeze had died and sweat poured off me. Without a skin like Nord had, Cael and I would dehydrate quickly. I scanned the plain, looking for signs of greenery and life, but saw nothing but brown and dried grasses.

      We would have needed to pass this way eventually, but were it not for the desire to help Nord, we would have followed the stream until it reached deeper in the Aisl Forest. Now… now we would be thirsty.

      Overhead, clouds circled lazily. Nothing else moved. That worried me.

      It wasn’t until nearly dusk when I first saw signs that we were followed.

      Far behind us, back near the stream, there was movement. From this distance, I could not make out who or what it was that moved, only that it seemed to be trailing us rather than continuing along the more sensible route and following the stream. Out here, this far away from any other villages, nothing but dry brown ground and grass around us, there was little reason to wander across the plains. I suspected that if we walked far enough, we would eventually reach one of the larger cities in the south, but this was not the way most would take. With nothing here, the way would prove too isolated and dangerous.

      Cael looked back, straining to see anything along the dark smear that was the last of the green life the stream ran through. She looked at me when she saw nothing.

      “Not him,” I said. She relaxed a little with the words.

      Whoever followed us, it was not Lorst. He was the only assassin I knew to fear. Any others would have to follow us into the open where we could see them.

      We pressed on. With Nord, we moved more slowly than I liked, and those following us gradually began gaining ground. As they neared, I saw three racing toward us, riding horses. Each was dressed in light travel cloaks. One carried a long bow slung over his shoulder. The others were armed with short swords strapped to their saddles. I saw one crossbow as well. Not as dangerous from a distance—the crossbows favored in Eban were far too inaccurate to harm us from a distance—but quite deadly up close. On horseback, it would not be long before they reached us.

      I reached for the darts and started preparing a few more. I would have to stop them.

      “We should stay together,” Cael said.

      I shook my head. She disliked the idea of killing, but I recognized that there was a time and a need for it. Some men simply needed to die.

      “One has a crossbow. The other has a longbow.” It was the longbow I feared. In the hands of the right archer, it was deadly accurate. Much closer and we would be easy targets. There were a few men in Eban with enough skill with the bow, sharp shooters who earned almost as much as I did for their skills.

      Nord looked back. “Someone follows us?” he asked. “How would they know we were here?”

      Did I tell Nord that he probably wasn’t the target? He just had the unfortunate luck of falling in with us when Orly had put a price on our heads that would draw all the men from Eban—and some from well outside the city as well—after us.

      “At least three,” I said. “Mounted and moving fast.”

      “Are you sure they are after us?” Nord asked.

      I turned and looked at the empty expanse around us. “Pretty sure,” I said.

      “We can’t outrun them.”

      “No. You will go ahead. Cael will keep you safe.”

      “You’re leaving us?” Nord asked. He looked from Cael to me. “You’re leaving her with me? Aren’t you supposed to keep her safe?”

      “That’s why I’m leaving,” I said. I glanced at the sky. The sun was falling and was bright in my eyes. That would provide some cover as I approached. Not much, but it might be enough. “Once I take care of them, I’ll return.” I turned to Cael, ignoring the look on Nord’s face. He wondered how I would take care of three riders by myself. I was glad neither would be with me to watch. “Make certain he stays upright. Don’t let him get too close to you.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nord open and then close his mouth. Cael’s smile never faltered. Again I wished I could Read her as she Read me.

      “Follow the old streambed,” I said. “If you reach the bakka trees, wait for me there. Don’t try to do anything with them.” I needed as much bark as I could find. That, and I wasn’t sure if there was another way to use the trees.

      Cael nodded and pointed forward. Nord followed, glancing back at me as they slowly ambled along the dried streambed.

      I took a deep breath and patted the prepared darts beneath my cloak. Once satisfied they were there, I checked to make sure that the knives I had were still in place and ready to grab. Everything needed to be ready. Had I doubted Cael’s ability to Read and possibly Compel Nord, I would have diluted terad and poisoned him while I was gone, just to be safe.

      Keeping low, I moved back along the streambed until I was certain that Cael and Nord were far enough away, and then cut off across the plain. The grasses were dry and coarse and crunched under my feet, sending puffs of dust up into my nostrils with each step. My heavy cloak helped conceal me, but I knew that if any of the riders had decent vision, I would be seen. Already I knew one carried a bow; as such, he likely had good eyesight.

      When I was far enough back, I dropped to the ground and waited. Waiting for the riders risked them getting past me, reaching Cael and Nord before I had a chance to keep the men away, but I figured the risk was better than revealing myself too soon.

      I didn’t have to wait long. Horses’ hooves thundered as they galloped toward me, racing along the dry ground. When they were close enough to attack, I pulled into a crouch and flung a pair of darts at the first two riders.

      The first dart struck the man in the thigh and he dropped from the saddle. His horse rode onward without him for another dozen steps before finally stopping. The other dart missed and struck the dappled horse. My heart skipped a moment, more at the idea of missing and hitting the horse than anything else. The horse took another step and staggered, front legs giving way. The man atop the horse—the one with the bow that I truly wanted to target—was flung from its back and landed in a heap far away from the others.

      That left one man. He carried a crossbow and had already unslung it, turning to point it in my direction while steering the horse with his knees. Had I been thinking, I would have taken him out first. I could deal with one man and a sword. A crossbow bolt at short distance was something else.

      Of course, had I been thinking, this man would already have been dead.

      As he turned, I recognized him. Thayer.
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      Thayer reigned in his horse, crossbow aimed at my chest. I was good, but not quick enough to move from a bolt moving at high speed. The air smelled of the dry grasses and horse sweat, an unpleasant combination. Shadows started stretching across the plain, but not enough yet to conceal me.

      Dark eyes sparkled. I saw the victory and coins he was already counting on his face. “You’ll never reach her,” I said.

      “No?” He gestured with the crossbow. “The great Galen thinks to barter with me?”

      I shook my head. There would be no bartering. Not with one of Orly’s men. “Should have killed you last night.”

      Thayer smiled. “Probably shoulda,” he agreed. “Can’t believe my luck. Stuck with that fat fuck all these months, keepin’ tabs on ’im, and then we come across you. You know the price on you?”

      I shrugged. “At least forty,” I said.

      “Up to fifty gold now!” Thayer said. He practically giggled. “That and the girl. I’ll be set!”

      I waited, expecting him to pull the trigger on the crossbow, but he didn’t.

      I should be honored that Orly had such a price on me, but felt nothing. A price like that was only bound to get me killed sooner. By Thayer or some other useless thug like him. The real assassins, men like me or Lorst, I was smart enough to keep an eye open for.

      When the shot never came, I frowned. “Get to it.” The sooner he fired, the sooner I could make my move.

      He shook his head and motioned toward the small path. “Not just you I’m after.”

      There it was. Thayer thought to collect on both me and Cael. His greed would get him killed.

      “You think you can bring us all in alone?” I asked.

      “Not just me.”

      “Really?” I looked around. The man with the sword was down, dead from the terad the dart had been tipped in. The other man, the one with the bow, lay unmoving. From where I stood, I saw blood pooling around his mouth, draining from his nose. If not dead, he was as good as dead.

      If I could keep Thayer talking, I could kill him as well. Not a diluted dart this time. Depending on how much he angered me, he might end up with something worse, possibly even srirach. I could vouch for how much that hurt. No real antidote either, not without careful planning, and I suspected Thayer was anything but careful.

      “They were just along to help. Real help will come when he gets word.”

      “No help can get to you in time.”

      “No? Orly made arrangements,” he said.

      For the first time, I felt a true flutter of fear. Lorst.

      I had barely survived him the last time.

      Thayer must have seen my expression. His smile changed, deepening and twisting. “You fear him?” he asked. “I thought Galen was afraid of no man. After all the stories I heard about you and you’re just as scared as—”

      “Lorst is no man,” I said.

      No. Lorst was like me. Perhaps more skilled than I in some ways—in others, I suspected I still had him beat. At least, that was what I told myself.

      Few had the same knowledge of poisons as I did. Isander had made sure that knowledge came first, always working to learn more about various natural toxins. The darts I used were specifically designed to carry the right amount of poison—unlike Lorst’s knives, which were only dipped in his poison of choice. Still deadly, though.

      “Move,” Thayer said, the crossbow dipping as the horse turned.

      “If I don’t?” I asked.

      “Then I kill you and go for the girl.”

      He might find that capturing Cael would be trickier than expected. If I could help it, he would not live long enough to find that out on his own.

      “What about Nord?” I asked.

      Thayer’s face turned in an ugly sneer. “Nord used his last chance. Orly won’t help him again.”

      “You’re just going to let him wander?”

      Thayer shrugged. “Not much time left for him anyway. The way Orly talks, the antidote wasn’t working the same anymore. I think Nord knew that.”

      “You don’t want to help him?”

      Thayer narrowed his eyes at me. “For an assassin, you sure talk too much,” he said.

      “I just need to know.”

      “Need to know what?”

      “The reason that I kill.”

      Thayer laughed, never taking his eyes off me. The crossbow remained aimed right at my chest. His finger rested on the trigger, just floating about it. Any unexpected movement I might make and he’d pull the trigger.

      “Not much more killing you’ll get to do, I’d say.” He nodded again for me to start walking. “You’re going to come with me while I find the girl. Might be she’ll come easier when she sees you like this.”

      It was my turn to smile. “You think so? Do you even know what the girl is?” I asked. “Ever stop to question why the price on her is so high?”

      Thayer watched me and then shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Fifty gold for each of you. After that, I don’t have to work again for a while. And Orly will owe me.”

      “A dangerous debt,” I suggested as I started walking. Orly had raised the price for Cael. Now everyone and anyone would come after her.

      Moving gave me an excuse to keep talking, keep Thayer distracted. A man like him would eventually make a mistake. Already he had tipped his hand, letting on that he had gone to Lorst. That told me he wasn’t confident in his ability to bring us back on his own. Did he think he could bargain with Lorst when he arrived?

      “Orly pays his debt,” Thayer said. There was defiance in his voice, as if he didn’t want to believe what I said or feared that I might be right.

      “He does,” I agreed. Only it was not always how you thought he might pay it. Even with me, he had tried to push. That was the risk you ran when dealing with a man like Orly.

      Seeing that I agreed made Thayer relax a bit. The smile returned to his face. Already, he counted his gold. Little did he know that he would never see the gold he hoped for.

      I needed to move before we got too far from the other horse. A single horse would let us travel more quickly, but we’d still be limited by someone walking. A pair of horses, though, would let us all ride. Moving more quickly had several advantages, not the least being that it made it harder for Lorst to track us. He might be able to Slide, but if he didn’t know where we were, he couldn’t find us any easier than someone like Thayer.

      “What do you think you can do with all the gold?” I asked.

      His mouth twitched and he smiled. In that moment, his grip relaxed on the crossbow. The tension in his hand slipped just enough, his knuckles losing some of the whiteness so that I knew his attention was distracted.

      That was when I knew to make my move.

      I dropped to the ground and rolled into the grasses, keeping my back flat but angling so that I could keep my eyes on Thayer.

      “Shit!” Thayer muttered.

      I heard the bolt whiz through the air.

      I saw it moving toward me. At this close range, he didn’t have to be a skilled shot, just a passable one. The bolt came right at my head.

      At the last second, I flung myself to the side. The bolt sank into the ground where I had just been lying. My hand slipped under my cloak and I grabbed a pair of darts while rolling to my knees.

      Thayer was faster than I expected. Another bolt was already docked. He pulled back on the string, his face clenched as he drew.

      I flicked a dart at his arm.

      Thayer’s eyes widened and he flinched back. The movement was just enough for the dart to miss, especially with his horse dancing under him.

      My second dart didn’t miss.

      It struck just under his neck.

      The look on his face told me that he knew he was dead even before he felt the dart. He screamed and his body spasmed. Somehow he had managed to draw back the crossbow. With his dying, he squeezed off the bolt. It sank into my left shoulder before I even knew what had happened.

      I bit back my own scream.

      How stupid could I have been? I should have known to be careful, had seen him pulling on the bow, but failed to realize that he could still injure me with it. Another few inches and it would have sunk into my heart. As it was, I could barely move my left arm.

      Grabbing the bolt with my good hand, I pulled it out of my shoulder. The barbed tip tore flesh as it came out. The wound was deep—probably deeper than any other I had taken—and I would need to have it healed properly to have any hope of function in that arm again.

      Damn.

      There wasn’t much time to waste. I approached Thayer, slumped in the saddle, and grabbed the reins. The horse turned its head and looked at me, dark brown eyes distrusting. I tried sending comforting thoughts, but I carried a certain tension about me that never fully disappeared. Most horses sensed such things and reacted to them. Riding was never a pleasant experience for me.

      My shoulder felt hot, as if fire raced through my arm. I didn’t think the crossbow bolt was poisoned, but maybe since Thayer had known he was chasing me, he might have tried. There was little I could do about that now.

      Even shrugging my cloak off my shoulder to tie a tourniquet around my arm was painful. I used a strip torn from Thayer’s shirt. It was stained but would suffice and, I thought bitterly, he wouldn’t have a need for it any longer. I shoved Thayer from the saddle and climbed in his place.

      Pulling on the reins, I turned and rode toward the other horse, hoping he hadn’t wandered too far. I found him grazing not far from the dead swordsman who laid face up on the ground. Glazed eyes stared up from the swordsman, staring as if looking toward the Great Watcher.

      I took a moment to take the dead man’s sword.

      With one arm, darts would be more difficult to throw. They might be hard enough to even load. Likely as not, I’d spill my remaining vials of poison, wasting months of work in the process. At least with the sword, I only needed one hand. I hated the idea of close combat, but I didn’t know what it might come to before I found a healer who could help.

      I knew that I shouldn’t, but my thoughts turned to Della.

      She was gifted, a true Healer of Elaeavn, with an ability unmatched by any others I had found. While I still lived in Elaeavn, she had saved my life more than once. Even after my exile, she had saved me. It was on her word that Isander had taken me in, teaching me his trade, the ways and art of poisons, the delicate mixtures, the safe handling, the careful delivery through darts of his own creation.

      After what I had been through the last week, part of me wanted to lie in front of her fire once more, eat her warm bread, and simply feel cared for. But my hesitation was more about the fact that Della would not want to see me. After what I had been through, what I had become, I doubted that she would want anything to do with me.

      I shook the thought away. It didn’t matter anyway; such safety was not for me. Not after what I had done and certainly not after what I had become. I no longer knew if the Great Watcher would welcome me when my time came. I tried not to think of that as I made my way back toward Cael.
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      Settling back into the saddle, I held the reins of both horses and set off back down the dried streambed. The sun had nearly reached the horizon. Soon night would come. At least then, I had the advantage. With my Sight, there was little change with nightfall, only gradients of shadows.

      I rode quickly. Dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves coated me, settling in my mouth. I was too tired to remember to keep it closed. Each step of the horse sent pain shooting through my arm. That and numbness on my left side forced me to hold the reins of both horses in my other hand; I steered with my knees, biting back the pain I felt. As the sun disappeared, the air around me cooled and I shivered in spite of my cloak. With my training, I knew that was not a good sign.

      Finally, in the distance, I saw them.

      Nord walked slowly, wide and unmistakable. From what I could tell, he looked even weaker than when I saw him last, barely more than a few hours before. Cael stood too close, almost at his side, her dark curls hanging around her shoulders. They stood near a small copse of bent and shriveled trees, the bark unmistakably gray and dried.

      They had found the bakka trees. But something was wrong.

      Cael turned as I approached. Rather than her usual smile, her deep green eyes shone with anxiety. She saw my injury and rushed forward to grab the reins from my good hand.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I licked my lips to clear the dust. My mouth was dry and I wished for water. Where the bakka were dormant, there would be no water. I wondered how much longer I could manage to stay upright before I needed to drink.

      “Thayer,” I said.

      Nord turned and looked at me when I said Thayer’s name. His eyes had a strange and sickly look. The scars on his face cast deeper shadows than before. He looked as if he struggled to stand. “Thayer? Are you here?”

      “Thayer’s dead,” I answered.

      “Can’t be dead. Just saw him,” Nord said.

      Cael pulled on my good arm. “Something changed after you left, Galen. Nord tried to wander off, getting more and more confused. He finished the last of his water and since then, his mind has seemed to go.”

      I struggled to process what she told me, my mind working through things more slowly than I liked. I wished I wasn’t so damn tired. I wished my arm didn’t feel like it was on fire. I wished I could just lie down and pull Cael against me…

      I shook off the thought. This time, I didn’t know if it was mine or something Cael did, part of her abilities manifesting in ways she denied. More likely than not, it was from me. There was no way I could deny the attraction to her. Only that I needed to ignore it for her safety. And likely my own.

      Struggling down from the saddle, I staggered over to the three stunted trees. Dormant bakka had gray bark and leaves. I settled my hand on the bark, running it up the smooth surface. The pressure of my hand caused the remaining leaves to flutter slightly on the branch, but in spite of how dry they were, they did not fall.

      With Nord acting strange and me injured, I needed to work as quickly as I could. I didn’t have everything I needed—that would take additional searching—but I could strip some of the bark to get at the meat of the tree. That was the first step in attempting the antidote for bakka poisoning. The difficulty would come later.

      Taking one of my knives, I cut a shallow edge in the bark and propped it out. The bark peeled away like parchment. Breaking off a small piece, I popped it in my mouth to taste. There were many who chewed bakka bark for its effect; I wanted the alertness it could bring. If I survived, I would suffer later.

      Cael stood next to me and watched. She said nothing as I chewed on the bakka bark, though I could see the worry on her face as I did. She wondered how I could chew the bark when we had seen what had happened to Nord.

      “Bark is different,” I said. “Dried like this, it can’t poison. Not well, anyway. Gives certain benefits.”

      “And which benefit do you seek?” she asked.

      I jabbed the knife deeply in to the meat of the bakka tree and started sawing away at a piece the size of my hand. The insides of the tree were moist and slick, so different than the dry, paper-like bark. “Alertness,” I said.

      “How badly are you hurt, Galen?” she asked. She reached forward and touched my injured shoulder. Her hand was soft and gentle. Still, it hurt. I winced, biting back a scream.

      “Bad enough,” I said, pulling away from her touch. I hated that I had to pull away from her, especially when I saw the look of worry and disappointment on her face.

      When the piece of bakka was worked from the tree, I slipped it into my pouch. The treated leather would keep it moist. I didn’t know how long, but hopefully enough that I could get the other parts of the antidote. Then I could finish it quickly and do what I needed to help Nord. When finished, we would leaveMord him. Only then would I worry about my arm.

      After the piece of bakka was tucked into my pouch, I pulled a dozen dried leaves from the tree. I needed to do this carefully. The leaves had tiny barbs, almost completely invisible unless you knew they were there. Even dry—possibly especially then—the barbs could slice clean through flesh. I wrapped these in a strip of cloth and tucked the whole thing into the pouch next to the moistened heart of bakka.

      Now that I had the parts of the bakka that I needed, I turned back to Cael. She watched me with an unreadable expression for a moment and then glanced back at Nord. He stood barely upright. I noticed now that he shivered but a flush had come over his face. From what I could tell, he barely remained standing.

      “When did he get like this?” I asked.

      “Galen?”

      I bit down on a large piece of bakka and considered breaking off another. I felt my mind waking up, as if shaking off a deep slumber.

      “You said something when I returned,” I told her. That was about as much as I remembered. How close to passing out was I? Much longer and I would be of no use to her.

      Cael felt the same way, her eyes flaring green and narrowing. I could almost see her mind working through her possibilities: staying with me meant that she would have to support two injured men. Or she could take one of the horses, ride fast, and return to Elaeavn and the safety of her family, finally returning the crystal back to the palace, where it could be protected from men like Orly.

      “You should go,” I said.

      Cael shook her head. “The Great Watcher help you, Galen. You’re a fool.”

      “You could reach Elaeavn in a day riding fast,” I said.

      That would leave one horse for Nord and me. As injured as I was, it was unlikely that I would reach anyplace safe before another of Orly’s men found me and tried the same as Thayer. The next time, I would be lucky to survive.

      Nord was already as good as dead.

      “Do you know nothing about me?” she asked.

      She stepped closer, leaning into me. I became suddenly aware of the strength she exuded, the power she, as an Elvraeth, possessed. It was nothing like my Sight, but more potent, more powerful, as if she truly was an extension of the Great Watcher.

      “I—I can’t stand the idea of anything happening to you, Cael,” I said. The words were hard for me to say, the idea of admitting that I could do nothing to protect her.

      “Have you considered that I don’t want anything to happen to you, Galen? Do you think I travel with you only because I must?”

      She did something then. Her eyes blazed a brilliant green, deeper and darker than any I had ever seen. I felt her within my mind and could sense her thoughts, if only a little. There was warmth and concern on the edge of her mind, but deeper was something different, something I had not expected.

      I pulled away, not certain what it was that I did, only knowing that I did not deserve to look deeper.

      “How was that possible?” I asked her.

      She touched my arm and smiled. “You don’t know yourself quite as well as you think you do, Galen,” she said. “And you know me even less.”

      “Cael…” I began but didn’t know what more to say.

      Already, she knew how I felt, knowing that I feared for her safety far more than my own. I knew when I took my assignments what risks there were. Unfortunately, most assignments involved killing—just not always the person I was hired to kill. I had come to terms with the fact that I displeased the Great Watcher with what I did, but I would be damned if I didn’t do what I could to protect her.

      But she knew all this. Cael Read me easily.

      “Galen,” she started, putting a finger up to my lips to cut me off. “We will do what we can to help Nord. Then we’ll find you a healer.”

      I sighed and then nodded. As far as Cael was concerned, the matter was closed. Decided. And she hadn’t even needed to Compel me.

      “When did Nord start to change?” I asked.

      A smile quirked the corners of her mouth. “Nearly as soon as you left. He took another drink from his skin, noticed that it was empty, and gradually began to act different. Now he is so confused, he doesn’t know where he is or why he is with us.”

      What she said finally sank in and I hated myself for the fact that it had taken this long for me to see.

      Bakka poisoning shouldn’t work like this. If he was near the end, he should be bleeding. Letting go of the reins, I walked over to Nord and looked at his eyes. No vessels had burst. There was no sign of blood crusting beneath his nose. Other than how dry it was, his mouth was just as dry as mine.

      “Where’s his water?” I asked.

      “Galen?” she asked.

      “The skin,” I said. “Where is the water skin?” Fatigue made it difficult for me to keep my tone controlled. Either that or the pain. I liked to think I handled pain better than that, though.

      She looked up at me, her eyes making her difficult to read. I felt her brief intrusion into my mind and didn’t fight. It was like a soft breeze blowing through, followed by a nearly imaged sense of crawling, and then it was gone.

      “You need a healer,” she said. “I do not think you can wait any longer.”

      “Eventually,” I agreed. “First we help Nord.”

      “You know a way to help Nord that could help you.”

      I didn’t know if it was her curiosity about the fact that I refused to tell her about Della or simply because she wanted to see me well that drove the comment. “I don’t know where she is,” I said wearily. “Finding her would take more time than Nord has left.” Waiting too much longer risked my arm ever fully recovering, but I didn’t say anything about that. Didn’t matter; Cael Read it quickly enough.

      She watched my face for another moment and then walked over to Nord. “I need the water skin,” she said. There was a strength in her voice, a command that Nord could not ignore, even in his confused state.

      “You have water?” Nord said as he pulled the skin out from under his cloak.

      Cael took it and shook her head. “No, Nord. We’ll get you water soon enough.”

      She left him and returned to me. My throat constricted, as if the swelling was spreading from my arm. I couldn’t feel anything in the arm anymore. My fingers twitched, but I didn’t know whether I controlled them. I barely held the piece of bakka bark in my other hand and peeled off a piece and chewed it, tasting the bitter flavor. My head swam before steadying, then my mind cleared a little more.

      How long did I dare use the bakka to mask my injury? At a certain point, it would cover it more than was safe; I might be more injured than I knew but wouldn’t recognize it with the effect of the bakka bark.

      “What do you expect to find?” Cael asked as she handed me the skin. She watched my face again.

      I knew she had Read me and didn’t like what she saw. She didn’t say anything, though. At least she trusted me that much.

      I took the skin and propped it between my legs and pulled the top off with my good hand. Lifting it to my nose, I inhaled deeply. There was a faint odor, subtle; had I not been trained by Isander to recognize impurities by scent, I doubt that I would have noticed it. It was disappointing that I had failed to recognize it earlier, back when it might have made a difference.

      To make sure, I tipped the skin against my mouth. Only a drop or two came out. That was enough. Even with the dust coating my tongue, I tasted the soft and sweet flavor of the erasn root mixed into the water.

      Damn.

      Orly hadn’t been giving Nord the antidote—he had been poisoning him slowly.
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      Erasn was more addictive than toxic, creating a withdrawal when not taken regularly. To Nord, it would have seemed like he was getting sicker when he hadn’t gotten the antidote, when really he had just been withdrawing from what Orly had been giving him. Better yet, erasn poisoning would look similar to bakka toxicity up until the end. The lack of bleeding would be the only thing that told them apart.

      In a fit of anger, I threw the skin onto the ground.

      Cael reached up and touched my good hand. Where she touched me, the skin tingled. “Galen—what is it?”

      I spat dust and the flavor of the erasn out of my mouth. “A waste, that is what this is.”

      For the first time, I wished that she would just Read me so that I wouldn’t have to explain. I wasn’t certain I had the energy or the patience. I saw her try, felt the soft fluttering of her attempt to Read me, but then she shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      What she should have said was that she could not Read me. It happened with me occasionally. Neither of us understood why.

      “Nord wasn’t poisoned with bakka,” I said, looking over to the dormant and dried trees.

      “But he’s sick. Even you said he was sick,” Cael said. “His mind has gone now. Can you get it back?”

      I nodded. “He’s sick,” I agreed. “But not with bakka. Probably never was, though Orly may have told him he was. This is erasn poisoning. Different, but very similar. Close enough that I didn’t even question.”

      “How?”

      I pointed to the skin. “In the water. Bastard was dosing him each time he gave him the ‘antidote.’”

      Cael looked down at the water skin. Realization flashed across her face quickly. She hadn’t Read me; she was just smart. “What will happen if he doesn’t get more?” she asked.

      I shrugged. The effort was almost too much for me. “Not sure. Depends on how much and how long.” We knew that Orly had been poisoning him for years, but did not know how much. Probably small amounts; too much would make the water taste peculiar.

      Of course, Nord thought he was drinking an antidote.

      “Why would he do that to Nord?”

      I didn’t understand. What would compel Orly to torment Nord for such a prolonged period of time? Something motivated it—Orly rarely acted without a plan. “Can you Read him?”

      Cael shook her head. “That’s when I knew something had changed. There’s too much confusion in his head, almost as if it is clouded over.”

      “But you can Compel him.”

      She looked at me strangely. “That’s different.”

      “You should ask,” I suggested.

      Cael turned to Nord and looked into his eyes. He looked back at her with an odd expression on his face, a mixture of confusion and frustration, which left me wondering how much he understood.

      “Do you know Orly?” Cael asked.

      The question was infused with her power and I had to resist the urge to answer, myself.

      “Of course I know Orly,” Nord answered.

      “How?” Cael asked.

      “We go way back. I mean, Orly took me in when I first came to Eban, let me join his crew. Started running cons with him. Knew him ’fore he ever came up.”

      If true, Nord might have knowledge about Orly that few would have. That might be a reason for him to torment Nord, but more likely it would be a reason just to kill him completely. I still didn’t know why Orly would drag out his torment.

      “Why does Orly keep him alive?” I asked.

      Nord stared at me blankly.

      Cael repeated the question, infusing it with her power.

      “Well, that’s a strange question. Why would Orly want to kill me? I mean, he’s been trying to save me ever since he poisoned that town and killed everyone else with the bakka trees. Never seemed too upset about all those that died.” Nord shook his head. Folds in his neck wiggled as he did. “Still miss Savel. She was the only woman ever to turn me straight. Stopped conning for her, I did. Orly didn’t like it, didn’t like that I had given up on our con. Makes sure others know what happens when he gets angry.” Nord smiled grimly. “Not many that cross Orly now, are there? Say… do you know him? I can’t go much longer. Gettin’ sick and need my medicine.”

      In his rambling, there was enough for me to realize his value to Orly, and it sickened me. A man like Orly didn’t get where he was by accident. To rise in the underground of Eban, you had to be skilled and ruthless. Orly was both. By keeping Nord alive, dragging out his torment, he proved a living example of what would happen if he was crossed.

      “Better if we put him out of his misery,” I said to Cael.

      She shook her head. “You can’t help him?”

      “Not with erasn poisoning. I don’t think there’s any real answer for it other than to keep supplying erasn. Even that fails after a while.”

      “What will happen to him if he doesn’t get any more?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen someone this far advanced before. Most either took too much all at once or could come off slowly.” With the way Nord acted, he was too far gone to just simply stop taking it.

      “Can it wash out of his system?” she asked.

      “Cael—”

      “Can it?” she asked.

      “I don’t think there is anything that we can do that will help him at this point,” I said. “Even if there was, it would just tie him to Orly longer. That does nothing but help Orly.”

      “Not if you can cure him, show that Orly can be defied.”

      I didn’t tell her that we were already trying to defy Orly. Look where it had gotten us. On the run out of Eban, chased by men like Nord and Thayer, worried that Lorst would find us at any time. Cael didn’t need that reminder. She knew as well as I did what was at stake. For her, it was more than just her life.

      But she was right. The more who opposed Orly, the more who pushed back, the easier it would be for the next person, and the next. But there was nothing I could do to save Nord. With erasn working its effect on him, he might already be too far gone to save.

      “Galen,” Cael said.

      She didn’t need to say much more. I knew where she was going even though she only said my name. Nord, like me, needed a real healer. Someone like Della.

      I wished that I did not have to agree with Cael about this. There were many reasons I did not want to see Della again, not the least being her reaction to Cael.

      I looked at Cael, met her eyes, and saw the concern written on her face. Suddenly I knew I had no choice.
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      We rode through the night, barely stopping to rest. The bakka root I chewed kept me awake, but not nearly as much as I needed. In another hour, possibly only two, I would be no better than Nord. And then Cael would be stuck caring for two invalids.

      I wanted to send her away so that she could continue on to Elaeavn without me, but she held so tightly to my waist that I didn’t dare fall from the saddle and risk injuring her as well. Likely she Read my intention, but if I was going to die from this injury, I vowed not to take her with me.

      She squeezed me with a tighter grip and I turned slightly to look back at her. Her eyes were closed, as if she slept while riding. Even sleeping, she Read me.

      The horses seemed as tired as we did, gradually slowing as we rode. Nord slumped forward in the saddle, even tied upright as he was. That we had managed to strap him into the saddle was a thing of luck and stubbornness. Cael had helped as much as she was able and I had thrown what remained of my strength into the effort of hoisting him into the saddle. The Great Watcher only knew what would happen if Nord fell.

      I held onto the reins of my dappled horse with my good hand. The other arm was tied in a sling, keeping the arm from hanging uncomfortably. Pain throbbed in my shoulder but I felt nothing below that point.

      In spite of my discomfort, I was all too aware of Cael pressing behind me.

      Though I couldn’t see her, I felt her presence, smelled her warm breath, the scent of her skin, the way her hands wrapped around my stomach for support. I could not help but think she enjoyed the way she tormented me.

      Near dawn, we saw lights of a village.

      I had not spoken for hours, my tongue and mouth so dry that I wasn’t certain I could make the right words. The effort of staying in the saddle wore on me as well, and my eyes drifted closed. Only the occasional jarring impact of hooves kept me awake.

      “Where is that?” Cael asked.

      I shook my head. We headed west, following the old streambed, knowing that at some point it would intersect with water. So far, it had not. “Not sure,” I said. My tongue felt thick and dusty.

      “Will there be a healer there?” she asked.

      There had better be, I decided. Someone who knew their way around herbs and medicines, anything that could help us. “I don’t know.”

      “Where is Della?” Cael asked. She phrased the question gently, as if afraid to upset me by pressing.

      I shook my head slowly. There was no use arguing about the need for someone like Della at this point. Though my wound wasn’t poisoned, already I could feel infection setting in. Even were I to reach a healer, there was no guarantee that I would regain use of my arm. Of course, there was no guarantee that I would survive at this point. Strange that it would be a man like Thayer who would kill me. Orly would have his prize.

      “Elaeavn. I don’t think we can make it in time.”

      “I don’t know of a healer named Della from Elaeavn,” Cael said.

      “Not many do,” I said.

      She seemed to understand what that implied. “Where was she last?”

      “Lower Town.” I shook my head. “But it’s been too many years since I last spoke to her.” Even now, injured and possibly dying as I was, I wasn’t certain that revealing Della to Cael was right. After what I had done to Della, I should protect her better than that.

      That I revealed even this much to Cael made me wonder if she Compelled me. I knew she was powerful and had seen that she could be subtle as well. It did not take a strong touch with me; all Cael would need to do would be to nudge me toward my natural inclination to do what I could to help her.

      “I don’t Compel you,” she said.

      At least I knew that she Read me.

      She laughed behind me and pressed forward, pushing her weight on my back carefully so as to not cause more injury to my shoulder.

      We reached the town as dawn was breaking. Not a large place, considerably smaller than Eban, but more than a simple village. Sounds and smells of morning activity surrounded us. I heard a blacksmith already hammering somewhere distantly. Those out on the street spoke in hushed voices. Bread baking made my stomach rumble; my mouth did not have the moisture needed to water. Somewhere I smelled the clear tang of water. Whatever else we did, we needed to find something to drink.

      “Do you recognize this place?” Cael asked. Her voice had changed, grown hoarser and rough. The hard riding and lack of water had caught up to her as well. Thankfully we were in a place where we could finally get something to drink.

      Cael held on to the reins of the horse Nord rode, keeping the brown mare close to us. The mare didn’t fight, probably giving up on that hours before. Nord remained slumped forward, tilted slightly in the saddle, leaving me wondering if he might simply list out completely. I did not have the strength to return him to the saddle.

      I scanned the streets, looking for something familiar. Many of these smaller towns were similar, all serving as a trading post for the outer villages, ways to keep the villagers out of the larger cities like Eban and Cort. Nothing really struck my eye.

      Most of the buildings were of weathered gray stone, rolling along dirt streets that slowly climbed upward. A few rose higher than a single story, but even those had a stone base. That, at least, reminded me somewhat of Elaeavn, though it had been years since I had seen the city of my birth. In the distance rose a larger building, at least three stories high, that must have been at the center of the town. This building seemed to sit on the highest rise in the town, everything else sloping down around it.

      In my time learning from Isander, I had traveled much, seen many places that I had been protected from while living in Elaeavn. The way the building overlooked the town struck a memory of a visit long ago, when Isander had come through on a job, but I could not recall its name, only that we were barely a week’s ride from Elaeavn. We could rest here, get whatever healing was available, and continue onward so that Cael could return home. I had not completely decided what I would do once she was safe.

      “I’ve been here,” I told Cael. “Long ago, but if I remember correctly, there’s a small river that runs through the center of town.” That it eventually joined with the Yiln left me wondering about the connection. Hadn’t Nord mentioned that Orly had poisoned the river leading to his town?

      Cael said nothing, but I knew that she had the same thought that I had. I turned the horse toward where the river should run, and we rode silently.

      When we were nearly where I thought it should be, I heard the sound of hoofbeats on the hard ground. Cael looked up first and I knew that she had sensed it differently. As one of the Elvraeth, she had multiple abilities, even though some were weaker than others.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Not sure,” she answered. “Someone is riding in fast. Probably a pair. Do you think it’s him?”

      Her breath was hot on my neck. I had the urge to turn and hold her, but with only one good arm, the gesture would do little to reassure either of us. Somehow, I needed to get her to safety.

      As much as I hated to admit it, she would be safer without me.

      I could draw attention away from her, pull Orly’s attack toward me. That would give her the time she needed to reach Elaeavn. At least there, she could be safe.

      “No,” she said.

      “Cael,” I whispered. My throat was so dry that I could not manage to say much more. I felt her shake her head, was all too aware of her soft hair swishing as she moved, of the way her body shifted, pressing in to me. I swallowed.

      “Let’s find a healer,” she said.

      “It’s not Lorst,” I told her. If I could do nothing else, I would relieve her of that worry. “When he comes, we won’t have such a warning.” That might not reassure her as much as I would like, but was true nonetheless.

      Surprisingly, Cael laughed. “At least there is that,” she said.

      I couldn’t help but laugh with her.

      Kicking the horses faster, I veered down a sloped street. Small shops with weathered and faded signs lined either side of the street. I looked for any that might signify a healer, someone who I could take Nord to and leave him so that Cael and I could get on our way, but there was nothing.

      As Cael tensed behind me, I knew the riders were closer.

      Then the small river came into view. Cael jumped from the horse and practically ran to the water, cupping her hands to her face and taking a long drink. She stared out at the water, looking across the small stream at the buildings on the other side, a continuation of the small town that gradually faded into the outer farms. Smoke drifted from distant chimneys. Along the water, I smelled the scent of the fisheries and mills that lined the banks farther along the shore. None of that was what Cael looked at.

      I recognized the fixed expression on her face, the way her eyes blazed a deeper green as she paused, one hand still dipped into the water. Sitting as she was, I could almost feel her using her abilities.

      A pair of horses topped the small hill we had just come down. The dark gray coat and black pants marked them as Orly’s men as surely as any banner would have. That they had found us already worried me. Was it Cael or me that Orly tracked so well?

      Thayer I could explain. Having traveled with Nord for as long as he had, his was a quicker return, simply needing to find the necessary men to come out after us. For Orly to have already learned that they failed and sent another pair of riders made me wonder how far his reach truly stretched. I had thought that we would be safe from him once we left Eban, only needing to fear Lorst.

      The irony of that was not lost on me. Both men were dangerous. Now I wasn’t certain which of them was more so.

      “Cael,” I hissed.

      She stood and casually turned to the other horse, where Nord was strapped in. There she reached along his side and pulled out his water skin, taking it to the river and washing it out as if nothing were amiss. When she was content that it was cleaned, she filled it and carried it to me.

      “Drink,” she said.

      “Cael?”

      “Galen, drink,” she said again.

      Out of habit, I smelled the water and didn’t find anything unusual. All traces of the erasn were washed away, leaving only the softly earthen scent of the river water. I took a long swallow.

      The riders glanced past us, as if not seeing us simply sitting atop two horses, one with Nord strapped upright, though he was slumped over in the saddle. It was then that I realized what she had done. I still struggled to believe that it was possible.

      “You placed a glamour over all of us?” I asked. I couldn’t see what it was she changed, but felt the effect. I wondered if that was because I was a part of the glamour.

      Cael glanced up at me. “I don’t know how long I can maintain it,” she said.

      Faint lines of tension pulled her eyes, the work she exerted to hold the glamour in place. With as much effort as she used, she would not be Reading me, either. I took another long drink from the water skin and then pushed it into one of the saddlebags. Then I flipped open my pouch with my good hand and ran my fingers across my darts. Only four darts and three vials remained. By touch, I knew that I had two of terad and one of whistle dust. I loaded the darts with terad.

      “Just wait,” Cael said.

      “Why? They’ll return to Orly otherwise. Or continue to hunt us. Either way, we’re better off with them dead.”

      I could tell from her face that she was not as comfortable with the need for them to die as I was.

      “Please,” she said.

      I nodded. We could wait, but I doubted that it would change anything.

      The men rode closer. One was older and had a thick gray mustache, his hair shorn so close that he was nearly bald. In spite of his obvious age, he had a hardened look to him and was still well muscled. I recognized him. Heln Northstam. A seasoned soldier turned assassin for hire. A step below me in skill, but for one without abilities, the step was not as great as I would have liked. The other was younger, face and head smooth, and shared many of the same features as Heln. His son, likely.

      “Cael,” I whispered. “I recognize this man. If we wait too long, we will not survive this.”

      She turned and looked up at me, her eyes so piercingly green that I could not look away. I suddenly understood what I felt, the way my skin tingled as the glamour shifted with attention. “Are you certain?”

      “Another assassin,” I said. I didn’t need to tell her Orly sent him. That he was here was evidence enough.

      She sighed and blinked. “Do what you must.”

      I wasted little time. With only one good arm, I would have to be both good and lucky. I knew I was good. I wasn’t certain I had the necessary luck. My experience with Thayer seemed to prove I did not.

      I flicked a dart toward Heln.

      I knew little about the other man but plenty about Heln. The most dangerous man would need to be the first to go down.

      In that instant, the younger man turned his horse. It was just enough that he put himself between the dart flying toward Heln and me. He was unfortunate enough to have the dart sink into his leg. The younger man fell immediately from his saddle. Suddenly free, the black mare started away, reins dragging across the dirt behind her.

      Heln reacted instantly, leaping from his saddle, a pair of long-bladed knives in one hand, a long crossbow in the other. The narrow crossbow would be more accurate than what Thayer had carried, and even that had been deadly enough.

      I flicked another dart—terad again—toward Heln. The dart hit the flank of his horse and the horse staggered before falling atop the younger man.

      Without waiting, I grabbed the next dart. I wasn’t certain which one I grabbed. Terad was the most toxic; whistle dust would only incapacitate Heln.

      Heln crouched, readied. His eyes caught the dart, calculated the distance and the likely trajectory, and stared at where we stood. His mouth tightened into a long, thin line. His finger squeezed the release on the crossbow.

      The bolt flew straight toward Cael.

      I flicked my dart and leapt toward Cael at the same time.

      The crossbow bolt whistled toward me. I knocked Cael down as it sank into my back. Screaming in pain, I blacked out.
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      I came around slowly. My body ached, a diffuse, gnawing sense where every bone and joint seemed swollen. Pain throbbed in my shoulder where the crossbow bolt had pierced me, but at least there was sensation. I tried to open my hand, but it didn’t respond as it should.

      Instead, I opened my eyes slowly. My mind was as swollen and foggy as my body seemed to be and I struggled to remember what had happened. I lay on a small cot, stretched out before a fire burning in a cozy hearth. Everything about the place seemed familiar.

      And then I remembered why. Della.

      I was not certain that I was ready to face her again. Long ago, Della had taken me in, taught me much of what she knew about plants and medicines. As young as I was, I recognized that there were things that she managed to do, healings she was capable of performing, that I could not explain with the medicines she used. In spite of that, Della claimed that I had the talent to become a healer. I would never reach her skill as Healer, but I could become a healer.

      That all changed with one mistake.

      When I had been banished, she sent me to Isander, telling me that he would continue my education. And he had. Isander had a different take on the use of his knowledge, preferring to teach me the art of poisons and toxins in addition to healing plants and medicines. I never knew if Isander had guided me in that direction because I had a knack for the art or for another reason. I still wondered.

      “You’re awake.”

      I turned my head to see her standing next to the cot, a small notebook folded out in front of her, a quill resting in her wrinkled hand. She stuffed it away and folded the book closed, peering at me with a familiar expression. Though a handful of years had passed since I last saw her, she looked much the same. Gray hair was pulled back behind her head in a bun. Deep lines surrounded green eyes that twinkled. A woven shawl hung on her shoulders, braided in various blue and orange hues.

      “Where’s Cael?” I asked. It hurt to speak, my voice croaking out in a hoarse grunt.

      Della sniffed softly. “Finally care about someone other than yourself, Galen?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath. The comment was fair; honestly, I deserved worse. Especially from Della. I considered arguing, telling her again that the reason I was forced from Elaeavn was because I cared too much, but it would make little difference. The mistake had already been made. Long ago I had learned to live with the consequences of my mistake. Della still had not given up on her disappointment.

      “Is she safe?” I asked.

      “Your friend is unharmed. Unlike you. A crossbow?”

      I nodded. “Barbed tip. I didn’t think it was poisoned but the wound grew hot. Felt it coming on, too. Not much I could do out on the plains.” Slipping into this kind of conversation with Della was easy, familiar. I think it made her more comfortable as well.

      “Not poisoned,” Della agreed. “I had to clean the wound, push out the infection working through you. Much longer and you would not have survived. But that was not the one that would have ended you.”

      “No.”

      “You took a shot for her.”

      I swallowed, remembering the pain from the crossbow bolt as it sank into my back. In many ways, it was surprising that I lived. A shot like that should have killed me.

      “I did what I had to do.”

      I felt her trying to Read me and pushed my barriers in place. Practice around Cael had strengthened them. Della frowned as she studied me.

      I shook my head, pushing her away. “What of Heln?” I asked. Della’s eyes narrowed. “The other man. Older. Thin. Gray hair and mustache.”

      “Gone.”

      I closed my eyes. Either I had missed with my dart or had hit him with whistle dust only. Likely the latter or I might be dead too, though I had already seen that I should not underestimate Cael.

      “There was another wound I found as well,” Della went on. “An interesting injury. A deep cut along your side. Recent, as well. The edges of the injury bear the mark of srirach.”

      We both knew that it was not the edges of the wound but her ability at Healing that told her what had poisoned me. I had not known she would be able to detect the poison this long out. Lorst’s attack had been at least a week ago and the injury had been healed with the tchinth powder I pulled from the wine Orly had given me in an attempt to poison me.

      “Your point?” I asked.

      “Only that such an injury is usually fatal. How is it that yours was not?”

      “I’m not completely helpless,” I told Della.

      “I am only too aware of your skills, Galen.”

      The disappointment in her voice was clear.

      “But srirach is quite difficult for even me to heal. I know of only a few cleansers that would be effective, and then only if used immediately.”

      I had not known how difficult srirach was to reverse, though as far as I knew, I was the only person to have survived poisoning from it. “I had tchinth powder.”

      Della tipped her head. Her eyes flashed a deep shade of green and narrowed. “Indeed? Tchinth is out of season. Impressive that you managed to acquire some.”

      “It was the price of a meeting,” I said.

      At that, Della laughed. “As clever as I hear that man is, he is a fool.”

      I could not help but note the hint of respect to the comment. “You know of Orly?”

      “I know many people, Galen. When you have lived as long as I have, such a thing is inevitable.”

      “I will see him dead.” I didn’t want to leave any doubt with Della about my intention regarding Orly. Some day, I would be the one who ended him.

      “Indeed?” Della said. “I believe you are the one with the price on your head. You and that girl you travel with.”

      “I can manage.”

      “You have done well so far,” she said.

      “We’re out of the city at least,” I said.

      “And that is your only goal?” I shook my head. “You know who she is?” When I still said nothing, Della smiled. “So you know. And help anyway. Interesting.” Della turned to the fire and heated a long ladle. She tipped hot liquid into a cup and handed it to me. “I had not expected to see you again, Galen. Certainly not traveling with one of the Elvraeth. There is a story there?”

      I nodded once. The story was simple. Either Cael Compelled me or I loved her. Already I decided that it didn’t matter. I would help just the same.

      “Hmm. You think to return?” Della asked.

      I shook my head. No matter what happened, returning to Elaeavn for good was not an option. “I am Forgotten, Della,” I said. My voice was little more than a whisper.

      Della fixed me with a hard stare. “Not by all,” she said. Even with the hardness to her expression, I did not miss the warmth she once felt for me that bubbled to the surface.

      Forgotten. A title given to those banished by the council of the Elvraeth from the city, never to return. Yet Cael thought to bring me with her, as if she could reverse my banishment.

      “No?” I asked. “By enough, then.” Even after all this time, there was a little anger that slipped into my voice.

      “And Isander?” she asked. “I have heard nothing of him for some time.”

      “Dead.” I would not tell her how. Not yet.

      She watched me for a moment, looking at me with the same expression Cael had on her face as she tried to Read me. I slammed my barriers into place to be certain she didn’t Read me. Caution cost nothing.

      “From what I hear, you have learned much from him.” The words were not an accusation, but nearly so.

      “I do what must be done, Della. If not me, then some other.”

      “Did Isander know how you used what he taught you?” she asked.

      I took a sip of the liquid she poured into the cup. It was hot, but not unpleasantly so, and burned the back of my throat. Warmth spread through my body and I wondered what Della laced the drink with. Something to soothe me, likely. Perhaps loosen my tongue.

      “He knew.” Isander was not as innocent as Della thought him to be. A skilled healer once, Isander took to the darker trades in his later years. It was because of him that I became what I am.

      “Then I will say no more,” Della said.

      I took another slow drink, feeling the warmth steal through me. “And Nord?” I asked.

      She chuckled softly. “He will live.”

      “Was it erasn?”

      “It was. Small amounts, given over years. Erasn does not wash out quickly, so even such a small amount can eventually become fatal. Clever, really.”

      “Clever” certainly described Orly. I worried what it meant that he was gaining so much skill with herbs. First the tchinth powder and now erasn. Had I underestimated him? A dangerous thing, if so.

      “And you managed to wash out the erasn?”

      “I did.”

      I waited for her to tell me what she used. Once, she would have shared such knowledge quickly, but that was when I had been nearly her apprentice, before I had made my first mistake.

      “I have access to narcass leaves,” Della finally said.

      I was relieved that she shared with me. At least we had not gotten so far apart that she refused that. “Narcass doesn’t grow anywhere near here.” It was found in the mountains to the north, a special plant with many healing properties but, as Isander taught me, it had to be harvested fresh to be useful. I hadn’t managed to acquire it since I’d last worked with Carth.

      Della only nodded.

      “Was it fresh?” I asked.

      Della nodded again but didn’t say anything more. It seemed there were things she would not be sharing with me, just as there were things that I had not shared with her.

      “What of him now?”

      “That is up to Nord. He is more useful than he knows. Perhaps he might find his way back to Eban, continue his work for Orly under a different pretext.”

      I blinked. “You wanted him to find you.” How had I not realized that before?

      “You think some healer in Eban would know how to find me if I did not choose for them to know?”

      “But… why?”

      Della snorted and turned back to the fire. She held a long ladle in one hand, different than the last, and stirred slowly through the fire. “Did Isander teach you nothing? You have lived in Eban so long that you have forgotten that there is more to this world than Eban?”

      “I remembered,” I said. “I just wish that the rest of the world would stop trying to pull me into its games.”

      “Then stop playing them,” Della said.

      I frowned.

      “I know more of you than you realize, Galen. I know how you choose your jobs. You may call yourself an assassin, but you are not the killer you think yourself to be. The girl recognizes that as well. Why else do you think she is with you?”

      I shook my head. “She’s with me for safety.”

      At that, Della laughed. I had not heard her laugh in years, but the sound brought back memories of my youth, a time before I had been Forgotten, a time when I had still been happy, when Elaeavn was still home.

      Della craned her neck to turn and look at me, her hand still swirling in the fire. “If that girl has what I think she does, then she might be safer without returning to the city.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Don’t pretend you have not seen it. There’s a reason Orly is after her. A reason you chose not to kill her in spite of the price he put on her head. That reason is more than the attraction you feel for her.”

      I sat up. My left arm quivered but moved when I propped myself up on it. At least I had some function there, though I still did not know whether I would regain full use. “What do you know?”

      Della met me with hardened eyes. “There are other uses for that which she carries,” she said.

      Without thinking, I reached for my pouch, finding that it was missing. Della would likely have removed it to do whatever healing I needed. I wondered if she would simply keep it. For her healing, the price would be worth the expense. I could always find more supplies, but few healers could match Della’s skill.

      “Careful now, Galen,” Della said. Her voice changed, becoming soft and angry.

      “I would see Cael,” I said.

      Della poured another cup of liquid before setting the ladle down, resting it outside the fire. “I will not keep her from you, Galen, and I will not hamper your journey. But consider that you are helping the same ones who banished you, exiling you to your fate.”

      “Not the same,” I said, shaking my head. “Only Cael.”

      The difference was important, at least to me. And my fate might have been different than what it would have been had I remained in Elaeavn, but I would not deny the fact that it had been any less meaningful. Had I not helped some? Had I not killed others that needed to die? Whatever Della said, I knew who I was. That I was a killer was not something I shied away from.

      Della watched me for a moment and then nodded, leaving the small room, and leaving me with a longing for a life I’d left behind so many years ago.
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      I managed to stand after a moment and rested against the cot. I was weakened, my legs barely managing to hold me upright, but even as I stood, I felt strength returning. When Cael entered the small room, I had finally managed to hold myself up without support.

      “Galen?” she asked.

      I nodded. “We should go.”

      “What is it?” Cael asked. She looked around, as if someone would jump out at her.

      Not within Della’s place. Anything that came for us would be subtler. I wondered if we hadn’t already been attacked, but decided that unlikely. Della hadn’t known what I would say when I awoke. She would have waited, given me a chance.

      Cael held the cup that Della had last poured. As she placed it to her lips, I grabbed it away from her.

      Cael looked at me with a worried expression.

      Ignoring it, I inhaled the steam coming from the cup. I smelled a mixture of scents, bitter and sweet, those of honey and lamins. Neither dangerous, only invigorating. I took a sip, letting the heat dissipate as the flavors lingered on my tongue. The same.

      As I handed the cup back to Cael, she frowned. “You think she would poison me after she has helped you?”

      “That she helped me is reason enough to poison you,” I said. “Della knows who you are. What you are.”

      Cael smiled. “And you think that places me in danger.”

      “I know that it does,” I said. I took a hesitant step forward and found that I moved well enough. I scanned the room, looking for something—anything—to take with me. I would not leave unarmed, not after learning that there was more afoot than I realized.

      “Had you not considered that I too have learned something here?” Cael asked.

      My breath caught as I looked at her.

      “Della does not guard her thoughts nearly as closely as you,” Cael went on. “Perhaps that is arrogance. I have known many Elvraeth that feel the same, thinking a Reader cannot get past the defenses they construct within their minds.”

      I swallowed. And there it was. The secret I had kept for Della all these years. All it had taken was Cael coming into contact with Della to learn of that secret.

      I began to wonder how dangerous being around Cael would become. There was only so much that I could do to guard my own thoughts. After a time, I would be at her mercy. Already, I felt as if I was.

      Regardless, I could not abandon her. I might tell myself that it was because she needed my protection, but that was not completely true. Especially injured. When I was well, I might prove useful to her for a little while longer, but I didn’t know what would happen when we reached Elaeavn. As one of the Forgotten, I was not allowed back into the city, though many ignored such decrees.

      “You knew,” Cael said to me. It seemed that she had not been certain about that. Something she had been unable to Read.

      I nodded. “When you are around someone long enough, even the deepest secrets have a way of slipping out.”

      Cael smiled. “Have you ever wondered if it wasn’t simply that she wanted you to know?”

      I had considered that but had never come up with a reason why. A secret like that should be closely held, guarded carefully. Even when I was in Elaeavn, I was not trustworthy enough for such a secret.

      “I have,” I said.

      “What of us now?” Cael asked.

      The question seemed loaded and I knew to be careful with my answer. Sometimes I wondered why Cael bothered asking me questions anyway.

      “Because it is more fun to see you consider your answer,” she said.

      “Stop it,” I told her. I knew that she wouldn’t.

      “I can’t Read everything about you, Galen. I find that intriguing.”

      She had told me that enough times that I knew I should believe it, but even with my barriers in place, she managed to crawl past them much of the time. Too often, she knew exactly what I was thinking.

      “Then I’ll tell you what I think we must do next,” I said. “You must return to Elaeavn with the crystal. Return it to its rightful place in the palace.” And nothing would change with how the Elvraeth ruled. My first instinct had been to return the crystal to Elaeavn. Even after what had happened to me, even after my banishment, being made one of the Forgotten, I still felt that the crystal needed to be returned.

      But what if Della was right?

      From what she had said, I suspected that she was involved in some deeper plot. If she acted against the Elvraeth, it made it all the more surprising that she had helped me knowing that I was helping Cael.

      I took the last drink from my cup, tasting the soothing aromas Della had mixed in. There was an art to mixing the right drink, and as long as I had worked with her, I had never begun to approach the level that she managed so easily.

      I looked again at her small room. Books lined shelves on the walls. A small kettle sat next to the fire. Small stoppered bottles stacked atop one of the shelves. For the first time, I considered taking a few of her bottles, knowing that Della would have quality supplies, but just as I had not been willing to be the one to violate her secret, I knew that I could not steal from her. Some things just were not done.

      Cael gripped my hand as we walked to the door. Just as we were about to leave, something caught my eye and I turned.

      In the corner, set on a small table hidden by a stack of parchment, was a dark-bladed knife. There was nothing ornate about it that should attract my attention. Only the shape and the fact that it was lorcith made.

      Lorst.

      I suddenly felt very weary as my mind began to work through the possibilities. I knew how I had failed to consider alternatives when I first encountered Lorst; I had been too busy trying to keep us alive. But had I only thought about it, I should have realized that there might be other reasons for his interest. Was that why Thayer had come after me so quickly?

      Had that been how Della had narcass leaves?

      I closed my eyes, trying to think quickly, to connect the pieces, but failed. There were just too many. Everything that I considered put Cael in danger, and I knew that I could not allow that.

      Of course, Della was right. There was a much larger world than Eban, but maybe I did not care. Maybe, as much as I tried to protect my little part of the world, doing what I thought needed to be done, it did not really matter. Now that I had left Eban—likely for good—there was just nothing really for me to do other than to protect Cael.

      I turned and saw her staring at me. I did not know how many of my thoughts sat close to the surface where she could Read them and how many were deeper, where it was more difficult for her to reach. I decided that it didn’t matter. If I was going to stay with her, she needed to know everything.

      “Lorst has been here,” I said.

      Cael nodded. “I Read that from Della. I think she wanted me to know. And part of the reason she didn’t take the crystal from me, though I think she knew that I wouldn’t allow it.”

      “Were you going to share that with me?”

      “Eventually,” Cael said. “There are some things that are easier to learn naturally.”

      “You don’t consider the way you learned of it natural?”

      Cael shrugged. “I believe that my abilities are a gift from the Great Watcher. I believe that my family has been especially gifted. I don’t know how much of that is because we have access to the crystals and how much is born within us.”

      I nearly missed a step as we reached the door to the room. On the other side of the door was the small town, the road leading us to Elaeavn where Cael would be home. And I would still be banished.

      “Why do you say that?”

      She looked up at me. Her deep green eyes blazed softly. “I was always a strong Reader, Galen. I have always been able to pass through the barriers our people think to construct in their minds, thinking it keeps their innermost thoughts private. But I have gained new abilities since my Saenr when I first held the crystal.” She shook her head. “I don’t know how many of these abilities would have developed naturally had I not accessed the crystals, only that I continue to find new uses, new skills, that I had not had before.”

      “Della knows of this,” I said.

      Cael shrugged. “She is Elvraeth, regardless of her punishment. She would have experienced a Saenr.”

      “Is it possible that the crystals can open new abilities to others?” I asked. If so, that explained Della’s interest. That would explain so much about why Orly had pursued the crystals so aggressively, why Lorst nearly killed us both to acquire it. And I had thought the crystal simply a marker, a gift from the Great Watcher to the earliest founders of our people.

      “I don’t know, Galen. Only that I couldn’t Compel anyone before my Saenr. I had no ability to create a glamour before holding the crystal.”

      “What else have you noticed?” I asked.

      Cael smiled and reached past me to open the door. Outside, the light was bright and blinding, the sun high overhead. Unlike in Eban, the sky was clear and the warm air greeted us, almost inviting us outside. “Galen, there must be some secrets.”

      She stepped outside, not seeing the look on my face. If she had, I suspected that she wouldn’t have cared.

      For a moment, I considered staying behind. I knew Della would have me, especially if she thought me useful to whatever plan she had in place. But then I looked out on Cael as she turned to face me, sun shining on her face, her dark hair trailing behind her head, and I knew that I could not.

      For the first time since I had met her, I knew that she did not Compel me. I would see Cael to safety. Beyond that, I did not know what would happen, only that I made the choice. I took her hand and followed her into the sunlight.
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      The walk to Elaeavn took less than a week. We’d lost the horses not far from Della, forcing us to make the rest of the way by foot.

      We stopped at the end of each day to make camp, and quickly settled into a routine. Cael would gather branches for the fire and water and I’d get a fire going after making a circuit around where we intended to camp. We hadn’t encountered any others chasing us. It was possible our time with Della had given us additional headway and they lost our trail. Equally possible was that Lorst prevented others from reaching us so that he could. He might work with Della, but he had an agenda all his own.

      There was a certain sort of peace to the time we spent together, one that came from a growing comfort between us. The longer I spent with Cael, the harder I knew it would be when I had to eventually leave her, and there was no question that I would when we reached the city. She had a life, and responsibilities, waiting for her. It was more than that; she was one of the Elvraeth.

      We didn’t talk about what that meant. I think she tried to avoid it as much as I did.

      From time to time, I caught glimpses of the crystal. Most of the time, it glowed with a steady blue light, though there were other times—strangely, times when I approached too close—where it pulsed slightly. I resisted the urge to try and hold it, and could tell Cael seemed almost as if she waited for me to ask.

      In spite of the steady pace, and the fact that I knew where we needed to go, when we reached a bluff overlooking Elaeavn, salt wind gusting around me, I don’t think I was fully prepared. The city at night danced with hundreds of flickering lights, candles and lanterns that made the city a terrace of stars. If not for my Sight, I could almost imagine the beauty of it. Instead, everything I saw reminded me of my exile.

      For so long, I had never imagined returning. As one of the Forgotten, I was banished from the city, forever outcast from my people. And now I returned. Changed and different than when I had been banished, but no less deserving. If anything, I was more deserving now.

      Had I more choice in the matter, I never would have come. I had a life in Eban, and had a certain sort of comfort. All of that was gone now.

      A mixture of emotions washed over me. At least they were mine. As far as I could tell, in this Cael did not Compel me.

      “No one will recognize you,” she said.

      I turned. An ache in my back where I had been hit by the crossbow bolt stretched and tore; I tried not to grimace as I looked at her. Even Della’s Healing had not fixed that.

      Cael stood with one hand in her pocket, protecting the crystal. She studied me with bemusement and the moonlight reflecting off her dark hair made her face nearly glow.

      Her eyes slipped past me, looking toward the palace at the heart of the city, a place others referred to as the Floating Palace for the way it appeared to jut out from the rock, almost as if suspended by the Great Watcher. I wondered what the Elvraeth called it. Likely only home. “None will even know that you were expelled,” she went on.

      “I will know.”

      Cael glanced at me and then turned toward the packed road, starting for the city. We had come this far, and now her home was within reach. Still not my home, never again.

      She did not wait for me to follow. By now, she knew that I would. Whether she simply expected me to follow or Read my intentions, the end result was the same. And yet, I trembled as I started after her. An assassin by trade, accustomed to instilling fear, now I was the one scared.

      My hand drifted to my pouch. My stores were gone, replenished as well as I could along the way, but I would need better supplies to feel confident if faced with any confrontation. The reeds I’d collected and sharpened would work as darts, but they were not the same as those given to me by Carth. And the torsin root was a pale imitation of coxberry; while the wild jesper would poison, it was not as painless as terad.

      How many real darts did I even have remaining? No more than three or four. Not enough—not nearly enough—for where we headed. I’d prefer carrying dozens of vials of terad and a hundred darts, but even that might not be enough.

      Cael frowned at me and I knew that she tried Reading me. “You have yet to tell me why,” she said.

      Why. It was a topic we had avoided and I had not offered the explanation, as much as I could sense she wanted it. “You had not asked.”

      I tensed, thinking to lower the barriers in my mind. After all that we had been through, she deserved a measure of trust. Still, trust did not come easily to me, not after all these years.

      Her eyes flickered with a hint of disappointment. Without my Sight, I might not have seen it; she hid it well. With a conscious effort, I dropped my barriers, feeling exposed and raw. How many Readers down in Elaeavn could reach me where we stood? Yet it was only one Reader I feared, one Reader whose opinion mattered.

      “What happened, Galen?”

      I took a deep breath, tasting the sea as I did. Everything about this place reminded me of a childhood I had struggled for so long to forget, a childhood that my time with Isander had allowed me to forget. But then we had found Della and everything returned.

      “A mistake,” I said, looking out toward the water. “I was apprenticed to Della. She taught me medicines and ointments and healing.” Saying the last was still hard. Everything I had done after had been a betrayal to what Della had taught.

      Had Cael wanted to do so, she could simply Read me and find the answers she wanted. I didn’t doubt there were things she couldn’t access, thoughts or memories buried or shielded in such a way that even with her impressive gifts she couldn’t see them, but after seeing Della again, those memories floated at the surface.

      “I was an angrier person then, hot-headed and quick to rage. Quelling that anger had always been Della’s intent when she took me in. Sometimes I think she intended to heal me of myself. One day, there was a spoiled young man, little more than a palace kid—”

      I cut off quickly, regretting the phrase.

      “I was a palace kid,” she said, though she laughed as she did.

      I wondered how much Cael knew how the rest of Elaeavn viewed those living in the palace. Certainly she now knew my feelings, but had she allowed herself to Read others living in the city? Had she even left the palace to experience other parts of the city? When I had lived in Elaeavn, it was rare for those in the palace to leave. Most never saw the need.

      The path began to widen. Few roads led into the city itself; the primary access to Elaeavn was by boat. Our path led to a wider road that split, one running north and the other south and down into the city. To the north was Ilphaesn, the massive mountain whose mines served as the city’s prison, men sentenced to mine the lorcith buried deep within the mountain tunnels. I remained thankful that I had never been sentenced there. Even exiled, there was a certain sort of freedom.

      Cael took my hand and squeezed. “You don’t have to share this if it makes you uncomfortable.”

      “You deserve to know,” I said. “If I’m to return, then you should know.”

      “Not just return, Galen. I intend for you to be restored.”

      Restored. As far as I knew, none had ever been restored once exiled. None had ever been remembered once Forgotten. “That… is unlikely.”

      Cael flashed a smile and winked. At that moment, she looked nothing like the uncertain woman I had met when first hired to kill her. That Cael had been nervous but brimming with potential. After everything we had been through, she had grown increasingly confident.

      Her abilities had grown as well. Did she recognize that as well? Always a strong Reader—even from the very first time I met her—her ability with Compulsion had increased as well. They were linked, I suspected, though I didn’t know how.

      “Tell me what you plan,” I said.

      We took a series of steps along the road. In the distance, I saw the first person we’d seen since leaving Innoa days before. We had traveled past the Aisl Forest, skirting along the border rather than venturing into the heart of the great forest that had once been home to our people. That had been my choice; Cael felt more comfortable with entering the Aisl than I would have been, but there was no way to know with certainty if we were followed. She had allowed me that concession to my paranoia, though I do not think she agreed with me. After what I had seen in Della’s home, after learning that she worked with Lorst, I did not dare be anywhere someone could so easily hide, especially not one as clearly skilled as him.

      “You defeated him once.”

      “Not easily. And mostly by luck,” I answered before realizing that she had Read me.

      “You don’t barricade yourself like you once did.”

      I shook my head, not daring to look over at her. She still held my hand and I enjoyed the contact. “I have nothing to hide from you.”

      My face grew hot as it always did when our conversation turned to my feelings. Always mine. Cael had never shared how she felt.

      She squeezed my hand. “Some things don’t need to be said.”

      “You still haven’t told me what you plan,” I said, hoping to cover the uncomfortable silence between us.

      Cael only laughed. “And you have not yet shared why you were banished.”

      Banished. She never used the word Forgotten, at least not to describe me. “He threatened Della,” I said simply. “As I said, I was young. An apprentice only, but appreciative of the opportunity she offered. Had it not been for Della, I would have had to work the docks like my father. Or worse. Instead, she offered me an education and the chance to learn a useful trade. One that should have been beyond me.” I smiled at the memory. “I will never know what she saw in me.”

      “Compassion.”

      Cael answered quickly, making me wonder if she had Read that from Della. Unlikely. Della would have remained shielded around Cael, and if there was one person whose shielding I trusted to withstand even Cael, it would be Della.

      “We found him in the street. Injured. She healed his wounds, sewed him neatly. Of course there would be scarring. A wound like that always leads to scarring. She had other ways of healing, but she refused to expose herself by using them. This man grew angry when he saw the wound. Threatened her. Hurt her.”

      I wouldn’t tell Cael how the man had placed Della’s hand into the fire. I would never understand how it didn’t burn her as it should, but the fear I felt as he did it, the rage that overtook me when he did, still had not left me. The image is one I had never been able to rid myself of.

      “I thought she needed defending so I stepped in. Gave him a matching wound. With my previous offenses, that alone would have been enough to get me sentenced to the mines. But of course he was Elvraeth, so the punishment changed.”

      I felt Cael stiffen and wondered if she knew who it was. When brought before the council, I never learned his name, only that he was Elvraeth.

      “You know him, don’t you?” I asked.

      That she let go of my hand should have told me everything I needed to know. A gust of wind kicked up, swirling her cloak around her. She wrapped her arms around herself. “How long ago would that have been?”

      I had never taken the time to add up the years. Once banished, there had never been the need. Elaeavn would never be home again. Cael’s asking forced me to consider. I had spent five years with Isander, first learning to heal and then learning to kill. After leaving Isander, I had wandered for nearly two years before settling in Eban. And I had been in Eban nearly seven. Almost fifteen years. How old would that make the young man I had attacked? He must have been fifteen or twenty himself then. Was he the same person, still filled with entitlement, or had he changed as much as I had? I may not have the same propensity to rush to anger, but there were other faults. And better reasons for banishment.

      “A lifetime,” I answered.

      “I would like to think that he has changed,” she whispered.

      “Who is he?”

      Cael shook her head and let out a soft sigh. “A cousin.”

      Cousin. With the Elvraeth, they were all related, but she said it in a way that made me believe the connection something closer.

      “My uncle’s son. I grew up around him, always wondering about the scars. One on each side of his face. The left cheek had healed well, leaving little more than a line down his face. The right was not as fortunate. The scar is thick and irregular. He has never spoken of those wounds.”

      The right scar. The one made by my knife. I had not remembered the wretchan I had been cutting for Della, but once it seared his flesh, I had.

      “I’m sorry, Cael,” I said. Nothing I could say would take away what had happened. What was worse, even today I didn’t feel remorse. “But you see, after what I did, I can’t be restored.”

      She turned to me, a strange light in her deep green eyes making me wonder whether she intended to Read me or Compel me. “And I shouldn’t have survived Eban. Yet, with your help I did. The crystal will return to the city.” She smiled and leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. “They were challenges I didn’t think myself capable of, so now it only makes restoring you that much more rewarding.”
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      The winds picked up when we reached the city limits. Cael held tightly to my hand, thankfully unwilling to let go now that we reached our destination. Much had changed in the time that I had been gone, but so much remained the same.

      The road led us past the docks in Lower Town. My early childhood had been spent working the docks, flinging fish or helping unload cargo, but usually just getting underfoot. I no longer had the calluses from those days—now I had different calluses from different work—but remembered the backbreaking labor that I had once done, all before reaching the age of ten. Yet I looked back on those days fondly, remembering well how my mother would sing me to sleep after each day, my father sitting by the fire, drinking cheap ale and playing the lute. Everything had changed when the storm took his ship.

      A handful of shadowed ships were moored out in the bay. A single-masted ship docked closest, a few lanterns glowing atop the deck. Figures moved there that even my Sight could not fully penetrate. Smaller boats were tied closer to shore. Dozens of round-hulled portage boats rested at angles on the shore, most with paint chipped and faded. The air along the docks carried the smell of fish and salt mixed with the bitter aroma of spices. The smells as much as anything brought back my memories.

      “What happened to your mother?” Cael asked. Her voice did not get much above a whisper. The night drew long; the bright moon sank toward the horizon as we neared the city, and she stayed close to me. As Elvraeth, she would not be comfortable in Lower Town.

      Lower Town had been home to me during my youth, but I had lived in places worse than it since leaving Elaeavn. Much of Eban was the same—at least the parts where I spent my time.

      “After my father was lost, she fell sick. That’s how I met Della. We needed a healer and she was the only one willing to see her. She took pity on me, I think. Helped my mother and offered to take me on as an apprentice.”

      “She still lives?” Cael sounded surprised. Somehow, she must not have been able to read that about me.

      “I don’t know. Once you’re banished, those remaining can have no contact with you. I’m one of the Forgotten, Cael.”

      A note of irritation entered her voice. “Never forgotten, Galen. And certainly not by your mother.” She looked up at me and her eyes blazed a bright green. “Haven’t you ever wanted to know what happened with her?”

      We passed rows of low warehouses. A sellsword patrolled between the buildings. The curve of his blade told me that he was Neelish trained. Dangerous swordsmen. I had some experience with Neelish sellswords—and had even acquired one of their swords—and hadn’t known they were employed here. I guided Cael away from the sellsword, not needing a confrontation now.

      A few high lanterns glowed along the street, but spaced so far apart as to be practically useless unless one were strongly gifted with Sight. Around here, I suspected that most were.

      “At first,” I finally went on. “The first few months were the hardest for me, but Isander trained me well, driving from me any thoughts of home.” The lessons had been hard but necessary. Then again, Isander had been wrong when he told me I could never return. Here I stood once more in Elaeavn. “Della told me that she would make sure my mother was cared for. There was no one I trusted more to make certain that was so.”

      Cael stiffened when I spoke of Della in that way. What had she Read of her? What more did she know about the old healer? Enough to know what happened with Lorst, I felt certain.

      As the warehouses ended, a string of taverns all pressed together. Each building was designed to blend into the rock, creating the illusion from the sea that no city existed on these shores. Music drifted out of some, but at this hour even the taverns were empty. This time of night was when the streets were dangerous, the time of night when I worked.

      “Do you still consider yourself an assassin?”

      I shrugged at the question. “I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      “I am in no danger in Elaeavn.”

      I would not argue, even though I did not think that true. The Elvraeth never really understood life in Lower Town, even as they lived up in the palace overlooking it. “You still must return the crystal. Then you’ll be safe,” I said.

      She hesitated. “And then what?”

      And then? I hadn’t given much thought to what would happen then, though I needed to. At first, my goal had been simply to see Cael safely back to Elaeavn. Over time, that had changed, evolving as my connection to Cael had changed. That and she had saved my life twice. I couldn’t return to Eban, but where would I go?

      “How do you think to restore me?”

      As much as Cael thought she could manage my restoration, I didn’t really expect her to succeed. As long as the council didn’t throw me in chains for returning with Cael, it didn’t really matter what they said. I had been away from Elaeavn long enough that I no longer felt a part of it. And now that I had left Eban, I had no home.

      “My father sits on the council,” she started to answer.

      She hadn’t shared that fact before. It gave her more leverage than I thought possible. More than I thought I could hope for.

      There was a flicker of motion at the corner of my eye. It moved toward us more quickly than it should, a soft blurring sort of movement. I had seen that kind of movement before and barely survived.

      I pushed Cael toward a gap in the nearby wall. Lantern light didn’t filter into here, leaving us enveloped in darkness. I shifted my cloak, pulling it around me. Unless someone was strongly Sighted, I would be difficult to see.

      The Slider appeared briefly, standing where we had last stood. His long face with pale green eyes made my heart skip until I realized it wasn’t Lorst.

      But who?

      My hand dipped into my pouch. Other than the reeds and makeshift toxins, I had only a few darts remaining, but I quickly prepared what I had. I only had a long bladed knife for defense if the darts failed. Though I could use that to protect us, it would be good for only one additional throw.

      Then the person Slid toward us.

      As they Slid, I flicked my dart, anticipating where they would reappear. But they didn’t. The dart sailed into the empty night. I heard it sink into stone on the other side of the street with a soft chink.

      I reached back to signal Cael to remain motionless, but the alley behind me was empty.

      I spun, my last two darts in hand, panic starting to rise in my chest for the first time in as long as I could remember. The alley was empty. Cael was gone.
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      The empty night no longer felt comforting to me, not as it once did. Suddenly I saw shadows that shimmered, leading me to slam back against any neighboring walls to hide, waiting painful and precious moments until I felt certain that no one followed.

      I ran through the alley, searching for Cael, at first unwilling to call out her name for fear of drawing attention before finally relenting.

      “Cael!” I hissed.

      I heard nothing.

      Whoever had been on the street Slid past me, grabbing Cael as they did. I had no idea where they would take her—or what would happen to her once there—but I couldn’t simply wait to learn. I needed to do what I could to find her.

      At least Cael wasn’t completely helpless. Against a single assailant, I suspected that her ability to Compel might be enough to save her, but if there were more than one?

      How had they known we were here?

      I suspected Lorst knew.

      My time with Della—though brief—made it clear that she was interested in the crystal. I trusted Della, but not Lorst. And Della, like Lorst, wanted the crystal. I hadn’t learned the reason, nor did I particularly care. My goal had always been seeing Cael to safety. That meant returning her home to Elaeavn, the crystal intact. Without the crystal, she wouldn’t return.

      I went back to where we had been attacked. Searching the street, I strained against the darkness, looking for any sign of who might have been here.

      The ability to Slide was rare, enough so that I’d never seen it while in Elaeavn. I wondered, though, could any of the Elvraeth Slide? Certainly they had greater abilities than average as their gift from the Great Watcher.

      The street was empty. A gray and white cat prowled around one corner of the alley—considered good luck by many—but really nothing else. Dirt along the street smeared in a long streak. A strand of auburn hair caught on the corner of a building, unusual but too long for the person I had seen. A fleck of dark gray caught the moonlight.

      I stopped and picked it up. The texture was familiar. Small, barely more than the tip of my fingernail, but I recognized it as lorcith.

      I looked for anything else that might help but came up empty. Cael was simply gone.

      Flipping open my pouch, I slipped the bit of lorcith inside, discarding the hair. I had only a few darts remaining and no vials. My mind raced, but I knew that If I were to do anything useful to help Cael, I needed to restock my supplies.

      Unfortunately, at this hour, there weren’t any places where I could do that in Elaeavn. The poisons I needed were rare and unlikely to be found in the city. Worse, I didn’t dare risk time to search for what I needed.

      Except, there was a place where I could find some of the items I needed not far from here, if the city hadn’t changed too much.

      I hurried along the street. No one else was out at this time of night. After my time in Eban and some of the other great cities, the silence felt unnatural.

      The street turned and I hurried up the incline. Even after being gone for all those years, the path came back to me. The buildings around me looked much the same. One thing about Elaeavn—the structures rarely changed.

      Then I saw it: squat stone home, blue painted door, windows now shuttered but had once stayed open to let the air of the sea wash in. Della’s home. She would not be here, not unless Lorst had Slid her here.

      The door was locked as expected. Since learning from Isander, locks had never presented much of a challenge and I popped it open quickly.

      The air inside her home smelled musty and I knew she had not been home in quite a while. The old scents of the healer remained, enough about them familiar that it actually brought a smile to my face. I could name nearly two dozen different scents from the various herbs she used, more than when I had apprenticed with her. Two chairs angled toward the fireplace, coals dead, long since tamped.

      What would have happened to me had I never been forced to leave? What would I have become? A healer like Della? Unlikely—I had none of her other talents, none of those gifts from the Great Watcher that would make me as skilled as she, though I did have a mind for herbs. Della had always said that they formed the foundation for all that she did, that the Great Watcher had given us everything to heal most every injury. Or, as in my case, cause them.

      Much of her place looked the same as when I had last been here, but other parts had changed. The long woven blanket thrown over the nearest chair looked different, greens and oranges woven together in colors that Della would never have allowed. A pillow rested along the wall near the fireplace, the dust on the wooden floor disturbed. I frowned at that.

      The shelves containing her stocks were the same. Jars of leaves lined the top shelf, powders on the next, and liquids—some watery and clear and others thick and dark—on the next. None of them were labeled, though they needn’t be. I recognized almost everything.

      I grabbed barsange leaves and a few stems of greavethorn. Mixed together, they would create a powerful sedative. I took the entire jar of cander powder. There were many uses for it, especially when mixed with the juice of a morgan berry. Della had no berries, but if the city had not changed too much, the trees could be found throughout the city. Considering the liquids, I debated taking any of them. Most were too large to fit in my pouch and I dared not have anything that might break open, but the small green-tinted jar of parsap would fit. The thick parsap was dense enough that if it spilled, it shouldn’t create too much trouble.

      Next I needed darts. The reeds were fine, but not as accurate as I liked. Like Lorst, I could use knives or other weapons, but darts had always been my preference. Small and light enough to carry in significant quantities, they had the added advantage that they didn’t always have to kill. Death was not always my goal. Sometimes I simply needed to prevent someone from following me.

      Della would keep a store of needles that could be modified for what I needed. It took me a moment to figure out where she now kept them, but when I did I was disappointed to see that she had only a dozen. Enough to resupply me with darts, but not enough to throw them freely. And I had no idea what I would find when I went searching for Cael.

      Finally, I stood and rested my hands on the shelf, studying the room. As I did, a soft scratching sound came before I ever saw the shimmering of shadows.

      In an instant, I grabbed one of my remaining darts and ducked behind the shelf.

      “I haven’t come to kill you, Galen.”

      “Lorst?”

      I heard amusement in his voice as he answered. “You weren’t to return to Elaeavn. I believe that you’re one of the Forgotten?”

      His voice mocked me as it skipped around the room, each word coming from a different place. I had no choice but to marvel at his control.

      “Where did you take her?” I asked.

      I heard a soft scratching to my left, hidden behind the shelf, but just on the other side. “Your Elvraeth?” he asked. “You’ve lost her already?”

      Not Lorst, then. I had not thought it him; the Slider I saw had looked nothing like him, but I had to make certain. “Not lost. Taken by a Slider.”

      With a quick shimmering of shadows, he appeared in front of me. The dark shirt he wore clung to his muscular frame. A thin cloak hung around his shoulders. Dark hair hung in waves around his head. Green eyes shone in the darkness.

      He held his hands out, open palms so that I knew he carried no weapon. I held onto my dart, ready to flick it toward him.

      “Did you see them?” he asked.

      “It was dark,” I answered.

      “Dark. And I thought you Sighted.”

      “And I thought you an assassin,” I said.

      “Only when I must.”

      Confusion worked through me. Lorst had tried to kill me once. “Why are you here, Lorst?”

      A dark smile crossed his lips. “I could ask the same of you.”

      I tilted my head over my shoulder toward the space in front of Della’s fire. “That you?”

      “She does not mind.”

      I knew Lorst to be younger than me. I wondered if he had followed me as her apprentice. If so, that made two of her apprentices who had been expelled from the city. Strange that we would both become assassins.

      “Where’s the girl?” Lorst asked. He Slid over to a stool and lounged casually, leaning on his arm while looking up at me.

      I eyed him carefully, hesitant to reveal anything to him. The last time we had spoken, he tried to kill me. The pain from the srirach was not something I would easily forget. Of course, I had done my best to kill him as well. Only through Cael’s interference had we managed to escape. With his Sliding ability, I had little doubt that if he wanted me dead, I would already be so.

      “You never really wanted her, did you?”

      “This has never been about her,” Lorst said.

      I frowned. “Me? That’s what this has been about? Damn, but Orly is a fool. He knew I would not simply take the job. That has never been how I operate.”

      “I know,” he said.

      My hand clenched around the dart. How much did Lorst know about me? With his ability, he could easily track me. And there would be little that I could do about it.

      “Why did you want her if not for the reward?”

      I felt a sense of the time passing, all too aware of how long Cael had been gone from me.

      What would happen to her? What would happen with the crystal?

      “I can see from your face that you already know why,” he said.

      “The crystal?”

      He tilted his head. A dark knife appeared in his hand and he twisted it. “You know that for so long I hated my ability? My father claimed it was a dark ability.” He smiled. “Dark. While I have seen those of the Elvraeth use their abilities for purposes far darker than anything I have ever done.” He looked up, meeting my eyes. “The crystals have been kept from our people for too long, Galen.”

      “The Elvraeth protect the crystals for our people.”

      “Is that what you think? Is that what she told you?”

      Cael had not said much about the crystal. I didn’t know what she believed, only that she wondered what effect her Saenr had on her abilities. Before the Saenr, Cael claimed only to be a skillful Reader. But I had seen other skills from her, skills of powerful Compulsion and Glamour. And I had never known a Reader more powerful than her.

      “She spoke little of the crystal. Only that she needed to return it.” I readied to throw my dart if needed. “Where is she, Lorst? Where have you taken her?”

      He shook his head. “Not me this time, Galen. You think we’re the only ones after the crystal?”

      We. Who else did he mean? Certainly Della, but what others? Who else did Lorst work with?

      “I will get her back,” I said.

      “What do you want with the crystal?” Lorst asked. “Do you think to use it?” Deep frown lines formed at the corners of his eyes as they again flashed with a deep green. “No. I see that you do not. Will you sell it?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care about the crystal! I just want Cael back. And Cael wanted the crystal returned to the palace.” That was all she had wanted. The reason she had come to Eban in the first place, tracking the crystal after losing it during her Saenr.

      Lorst watched me for a long moment before he finally answered. “Then I will help.”
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      A small fire blazed in the hearth. Lorst’s doing. He said he wanted warmth, but I suspected he liked the light. He was not Sighted as I was and unaccustomed to shades of darkness. Within Della’s house, the shadows grew thick.

      Lorst twisted one of his blades in his hand, running a finger along the sharp edge. I had thought that all of his knives were poisoned, but perhaps that was not the case. The knife seemed to ripple as he touched it, almost as if it changed shape, though I did not think that should be possible. Lorcith, such as the knife had been forged from, was a hard metal. And rare enough in weapons, yet Lorst always seemed to have a steady supply. Either he had a weaponsmith to Slide to or he made them himself. I thought the latter less likely.

      I decided to break the silence between us. If he were to help—and I had to admit I needed his help even if I didn’t trust him—then I had to share what I’d discovered. “I found this.”

      I reached into my pouch and withdrew the small bit of lorcith I’d found on the ground near where Cael had been taken. Even in Elaeavn—especially near the docks—lorcith was not common, not outside the palace.

      Lorst took the tiny lump of metal and held it out in front of him, squinting at it. Some of the firelight caught off the metal, but lorcith was generally dull. His mouth tightened. “How did you find this?”

      “I am Sighted, Lorst.”

      He turned and studied me. “You found this where the Elvraeth was taken?”

      The Elvraeth. Not Cael. “Yes.” It did no use to argue with Lorst, not over this. Especially if he would help.

      “That is unfortunate.”

      I tensed, suddenly concerned about what Lorst might do. I had little reason to trust him, but every reason to give him a chance to earn my trust. He had lived in Elaeavn more recently than me. He knew more about whoever chased after the crystal. And he could Slide. I had the feeling that might be important.

      “Why?”

      His back stiffened. “This comes from deep within Ilphaesn.”

      “Most of the ore does.”

      “No, it does not. Most comes from the mines the council has dug over the years through their forced labor. This comes from deeper in the mountain. They are similar but not the same.”

      I studied him and the way that he held onto the sliver of metal, and wondered how he knew as much as he claimed about lorcith. The Mining Guild would know, but even then, they wouldn’t know exactly where a small piece of metal came from. “How do you know?”

      “Just trust that I do.”

      I stifled a laugh. Trust the man who’d nearly killed me? Who had nearly killed Cael? “I have no reason to trust you, Lorst.”

      He turned and looked at me. “As I have no reason to help you, Galen.”

      I sighed, taking my hand from my pouch. I hadn’t realized that I reached for it, a dart practically in my hand. Why did I always reach for death?

      “You know who might have her,” I said.

      Lorst considered for a moment before answering. “There are not many who Slide. At least not openly. I have already told you that it is considered a dark ability. A useful one, though, especially when you want to sneak around the city. Most with the ability never learn to use it.”

      “Why?” Strange that the way Lorst spoke would remind me so much of Isander when he offered a lecture.

      “One of the Elvraeth once told me that the council has done all that they can to eradicate the ability, but still it appears. That the Great Watcher will not allow it to disappear tells me all that I need to know about it.” His mouth tightened. “As I said, there are not many who openly Slide.”

      “You do.”

      “I do.”

      “Who else?”

      “With the lorcith you found?” he asked. “Only one other that it might be. A dangerous man, and one I believed gone. If he wants the crystal for himself, then your friend truly is in danger.”

      I told myself that Cael could protect herself. That her ability to Read and Compel would keep her safe, even were I not there. But I did not want to rely on that being the only way she reached safety.

      “Where would he have taken her?” I asked.

      Lorst closed his fist around the tiny piece of lorcith. “I don’t know for certain.”

      He stood and doused the fire before turning to me. Without saying a word, he grabbed my arm with surprising strength, and I felt a blur of motion.

      I’d felt the sensation one time before, but that time I had been injured and dying, trying to hang on so that I didn’t lose Cael. This time, Sliding seemed different. A wind blew across my face. Colors swirled at the edge of my vision. And then everything changed.

      For some reason, I noticed the scent of the air first. Musty and heavy with an earthen scent. As one of the Sighted, it surprised me that I would notice scents first.

      Then I saw where I was. Stacks of boxes stretched high overhead. Most were covered in dust and had dark writing across them, some I could not read. Lorst held my arm for a moment before letting go. He raised a finger to his lips, motioning me to silence. Not knowing where I was, I felt obligated to comply.

      Stranger still, he sent knives flying away from us. Not thrown. These hovered in the air, as if he controlled them.

      What sort of power did Lorst possess?

      How had we managed to survive him the first time?

      I pushed the questions away. Thinking that way would only end with me feeling overwhelmed, and with Cael missing and me almost powerless to do anything to help her here in Elaeavn, I needed his help.

      A long row stretched out in front of me. The stacks of boxes made it so that I could see nothing other than what was in front of and behind me. I felt a tingle of nerves at that. Standing down here placed us in a compromised position. Time on the streets had taught me to keep to higher ground.

      I pulled on Lorst’s sleeve and nodded toward the top of the boxes. He shook his head, tilting it forward.

      He started forward, not waiting for me to follow. Lorst moved more silently than I would have imagined possible. It took me a moment to realize that he Slid forward a step or two at a time, just enough to flicker along as he went, a slight shimmer clinging to him constantly.

      Thankfully, I had spent the last decade learning how to move silently. A Listener might hear me if they were particularly skilled, but other than that, I doubt that I could be detected. I had not fully tested my skill against one from Elaeavn and, if what I could piece together of what Lorst told me were true, another of the Elvraeth.

      We reached the end of the column of boxes. It intersected with another row. Lorst peered around the corner. I wondered why he simply didn’t Slide around the corner or up to the top of the stack—or any other place for that matter—but didn’t interrupt him at this point. As far as I could tell, he tried to help me.

      And then I heard it.

      A soft whimper, little more than a slight inhalation of breath. Part of me knew that I should not be able to hear the sound, let alone recognize it as Cael. The rest of me had to resist the urge to dart around the corner, attacking everyone that I saw to free her.

      But she needed to know that I was here. Would she be able to Read me if she thought herself trapped? Would she be trying? I had replaced my barriers as soon as I’d seen Lorst and now I debated whether there was any way she could know that she was not alone here.

      I made a quick decision and lowered my mental barriers.

      Doing so—knowing that there might be other Readers around, especially here in Elaeavn—took more courage than I thought I had. But for Cael, for the possibility that she might need my help, I did it.

      What did I really have to hide anyway? That I was an assassin? That I took pay to kill? The Great Watcher would judge me far more harshly than any of the Elvraeth, especially knowing what I had done. All I could hope was that I had tried to use my influence to better my small little world in Eban, taking jobs not for the money but for what needed to be done. Other than that, I had nothing more to hide.

      There came another soft sound, like a sigh, so quiet that I wasn’t sure I heard it. Cael knew I was here. That knowledge fortified me more than anything else.

      I tapped Lorst on the arm and he looked back. Only then did I remember that he could not see as well as I in the dark. Not Sighted. I wondered just what he could see. Was that the reason that he Slid only a step at a time? Did he fear moving more quickly, not entirely certain when the row would end?

      Pulling him toward me, I turned to one of the dusty wooden boxes and made a diverging mark. Split up.

      He frowned, tilting his head as he considered me.

      Did he think that I would leave him here, now that I felt convinced that he had somehow managed to lead me to Cael? I would question how another time. After a moment, he nodded.

      In a heartbeat, Lorst Slid away. One moment, he stood next to me; the next he had shimmered out of view and did not reappear.

      I stood alone between the stacks of boxes, a low vantage leaving me vulnerable, not certain of anything about where I was or who I’d be facing. Nothing like my usual well-researched jobs.

      The only thing I felt certain about was that Cael was somewhere out here and I would reach her. And I had to rely on Lorst to help.
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      Keeping my back against the boxes, I moved as quietly as I could. My heartbeat sounded loud in my ears, practically drumming along. The scent of the dirt and dust of the boxes filled my nostrils, mixed with the heavy scent of the herbs I had taken from Della’s house that clung to me like a heavy perfume.

      Though I knew everything to be completely dark, I saw in a series of shadows. Before moving on, I glanced again at the boxes, wondering where Lorst could have taken me. Few places could hold this many boxes, making it a warehouse of some kind, possibly one of the warehouses along the dock. I knew of no other warehouses within Elaeavn.

      I paused long enough to prepare a few darts. There had not been time to gather any morgan berries, so I ignored the cander powder. Unfortunate. The powder would be more potent than my alternatives. That left me with barsange leaves and the greavethorn. Had I thought of it, I would have crushed the leaves before leaving Della’s house. As it was, I worried about how loud it would be. Any sound seemed out of place, enough to get me caught. Or killed.

      After placing the leaves into my cloak to deaden the sound, I quickly pinched them between my fingers. I grabbed a small vial from my pouch and crumbled the leaves into the vial. The stem would be harder. I had to snap it in half to reach the retained sap for this to work. The sound would draw attention.

      Once I did it, I would have to move quickly. If there were someone in the warehouse who could Slide, they would be on me as soon as they heard the sound. If they were Elvraeth, they would be Sighted too. I had not bothered to hide my tracks; it would not have mattered on the dusty floor.

      Not wanting to wait any longer, I snapped the greavethorn stem.

      The sound seemed to explode in the warehouse. My heart hammered loud enough that it alone could get me discovered.

      I worked quickly, dripping the sap into my vial and stirring the ingredients together with the end of one of my makeshift darts. I loaded half a dozen with the slippery liquid, a sedative that should knock my attackers out quickly, but that number wasn’t enough to help me feel prepared. Other than these few darts, I had my knife. Not nearly enough, but all that I had.

      I hurried forward, slipping along the corridor of stacked boxes. At another intersection, I turned, moving toward where I thought I’d heard Cael sigh. It bothered me that I’d heard nothing since then. I could not lose her, not again.

      The line of boxes ended, opening into a shape almost like a room with stacked boxes for walls. Cael slumped on a chair, dull chains wrapped around her wrists and ankles. Blood dribbled down the corner of her mouth.

      I heard a soft skittering sound and ducked just in time. A long knife went sailing over my head, tumbling end over end before sinking into one of the boxes. I did not bother turning toward it, instead focusing on the soft shimmering moving along the edge of the blocked-off area.

      The Slider.

      Whoever it was moved quickly, skimming forward a few steps each time they moved. Much like Lorst, only with none of the casual smoothness that he managed. I flicked a dart at the spot I thought they would appear in next. The first sailed high, but the second did not. Unfortunately, the dart caught on the trailing edge of a dark cloak.

      Where was Lorst?

      I hated that I needed him, that he could help, but what choice did I have against another who could Slide? His help could be the difference in Cael’s survival.

      I readied another pair of darts. Shadows shimmered again. I followed the movement, a trailing sort of shape. The Slider reappeared behind Cael. Dark hair edged with streaks of gray. A sharp jawline. A heavy wool cloak, the cut of which reminded me more of Thyr than of Elaeavn.

      A long bladed knife was clutched in his hand, the point suddenly piercing the edge of her neck. He watched me with an almost amused smile.

      “You should guard your thoughts, Galen.”

      Damn.

      I slammed my barriers into place. I’d lowered them as I searched for Cael, wanting to let her know that I still searched for her, but should have shielded my thoughts as I attacked.

      “You know my name,” I said. I twisted the darts in my hand, backing toward one of the stacks of boxes. I could not see over my head, but I would not be caught from behind.

      “And how you feel for this one.”

      The darts trembled. I could flick them—I knew my speed and thought I could make the throw before he pushed with the knife, but I did not know how accurate they were. Not like my usual darts. Had any of them remained, perhaps the first would have hit.

      “You don’t need her,” I said. “You just wanted the crystal. You have it; now let her go.”

      He shook his head. “Not yet, I think. Not without your friend showing himself.”

      Lorst. Where was Lorst?

      “I came alone,” I said.

      The knife pressed deeper. I could practically feel it sinking into her flesh, as if it hurt me as much as it hurt her.

      “You think I didn’t Read you when you first appeared? You planned on Lorst being here as well.”

      Planned. Somehow he didn’t know that Lorst had brought me here.

      My mind raced, trying to piece out how. Had he read me when we first appeared, he would have been after us longer. That he hadn’t told me that something hid us from him, at least at first. And I had lowered my barriers so that Cael could know that I was here.

      “He only showed me where to go. There was no promise of help,” I said, thinking to delay.

      The knife hesitated. I thought to send one of my darts but still didn’t dare. I could not risk him jerking and slamming the knife deeper into Cael. No amount of healing would bring her back then.

      He tried Reading me, scrambling at the barriers inside my head. From the way the corners of his eyes twitched, I knew that he failed. Not like Cael. She could climb over any barrier I managed to create. Against just one, even a Slider, she should have been safe. How had he kept her from Compelling him?

      “You should have left her, Galen, returned to Eban. You will not find Elaeavn any more welcoming than when you last were here.”

      I smiled bitterly. “You are mistaken, friend.” I saw Cael blink twice at me and swore I felt her whispering in the back of my mind. “Elaeavn was never welcoming to me.”

      He surprised me by smiling widely, like a wolf showing his fangs. “No. I suppose for one like you it would not be.”

      I chose not to take the bait as I nodded toward Cael. “You know that she is one of your family. Her father will be angered to learn what you have done to her.”

      The knife tensed again. A stream of blood dripped down Cael’s neck. An artery ran just beneath the knife and if he pierced it, there would be nothing I could do to stop the flow. My hope now was to distract him enough—just enough—that he gave me a window to flick one of my darts.

      “You think I don’t know who she is?” He laughed softly. The sound died out quickly in the warehouse, fading into the shadows and darkness. “Ironic that it would be her to lose the crystal. Yet fitting. A shame you chose to kill her, Galen.”

      At that moment, the fabric of his shirt shifted as his arm tensed. I could wait no longer.

      With a flick of my wrist, the dart flew forward. This one flew true and should have hit the arm holding the knife. If Cael was lucky, the arm would go immediately numb and he’d drop the knife.

      But it missed. He Slid, taking Cael with him. They reappeared barely two paces to the left of where she had been. The dart now hung uselessly from a box behind their last position.

      His laugh deepened. “How many darts do you have left, Galen? I know that you prepared only a few. I can keep this up far longer than you.”

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      His eyes narrowed and shadows clouded his face. “Someone who is ready to take the next step. Who is ready to do what others would not. Who is willing to—”

      I saw the shimmer before the Elvraeth Slider.

      Cael disappeared. The Slider stood holding the knife pointed at empty air.

      I heard her behind me but didn’t dare turn. Lowering my mental barriers briefly, I made clear to send her a message. Hold on.

      Lorst appeared, standing casually across from the other Slider. “Who enjoys talking too much,” he said, as if finishing for him. “Always too much, Josun.”

      A sneer parted Josun’s mouth. “Lorst. You have returned.”

      There was something about the way he said the name that made me stare at Lorst. A familiarity. They had faced each other before.

      Josun ignored me the moment Lorst arrived, as if I was no longer much of a threat. I was unaccustomed to being so summarily dismissed, but watching as they Slid, shimmering from place to place as they reappeared, I realized that neither had much to fear from me right now. The worst I could do would be to knock one of them unconscious, and only then if I managed a lucky throw of my dart.

      “I would say the same to you, only I think you wish you could really return. It’s a shame that the council no longer thinks you should.”

      Lorst flickered around the small area as he spoke, moving steps at a time almost as if punctuating his words as he Slid. The other Slider moved along with him, making it seem as if they danced. And then Lorst flung a pair of knives.

      Both missed, but the Elvraeth Slider’s face changed, turning angry.

      I crept backward, careful to keep the boxes behind me, another pair of darts in hand. I might not be able to do much now, but I wanted to be ready for whoever ended up victorious. Though he might have helped me—and even kept his word—I didn’t feel certain that Lorst could be fully trusted.

      “Galen?”

      I turned at Cael’s soft whisper and saw her only a few paces from me, chair wedged between two massive stacks of boxes. I resisted the urge to run over to her, careful to pay attention to what Lorst and the Elvraeth were doing. I couldn’t risk either suddenly appearing next to me or, worse, behind me, but they both seemed more concerned about the other.

      “Here again, Josun?” Lorst was saying. “You have not given up on this delusion? Has not Brusus shown you that you were mistaken?”

      Something about the name triggered a memory, though I could not remember quite why. Someone Della knew, I felt certain.

      I reached Cael. Blood trickled from her nose and from a wound on her cheek, but she looked otherwise unharmed. Running my hands over her arms and legs, I looked for signs of other injuries, the type that weren’t so easily seen, but thankfully found none.

      The chains holding her were lorcith and too tight for me to slip off her wrists or legs. I would have to carry her out.

      “Not yet, Galen,” she said.

      “Are you…”

      “I’ll survive,” she said. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      Lorst and the Elvraeth still moved around the open area, taunting each other. I wondered when one of them would attack, what made the Elvraeth delay.

      “I told you that I would get you home safely.”

      “Is that the only reason you came for me?” she asked.

      I met her eyes, risking that momentary distraction. “You know that it’s not.”

      She smiled.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement.

      I flicked a dart and was rewarded with a soft cry. A sellsword, different than the one I had seen patrolling outside. How many more might there be?

      It was then that I understood why the Elvraeth delayed. Give the sellswords time to arrive. And then let them take Lorst.

      Thinking myself foolish, I looked around, heart nervously pounding. Stationed between boxes were four different sellswords. Another three stood atop the boxes, holding crossbows. My back suddenly throbbed, as if remembering the last time I had been shot.

      Lorst could Slide away from this, but there would be no way that Cael and I would get free. Not without a fight.
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      I tapped Cael on the arm softly, pointing around the room to the different sellswords. The four men on the ground carried sharp Neelish blades. Likely as not, the blades had been rubbed in poison, though I didn’t know what they used. Most pierced by a Neelish blade died quickly, painfully. I wouldn’t know of an antidote without knowing the poison.

      “Can you Compel them?” I whispered.

      Her eyes flickered to them. “I’m weakened. Compulsion takes great energy. Can you get us out of here?”

      I shook my head. “Not with the chains. I could carry you but not protect you at the same time.” I didn’t dare leave her open to attack from one of the sellswords.

      She looked at the three men standing atop the boxes. I saw tension on her face that I had not seen since we left Eban. I couldn’t tell if she was scared, but she certainly seemed tired.

      A thought came to me and I nodded toward the men on top of the boxes. “I need only one. Have him give me cover.”

      She nodded once. “Galen, if this doesn’t work…”

      I didn’t let her finish. Without thinking about what I did, I leaned toward her and kissed her on the mouth. She kissed back, smelling of sweat and fear but tasting of fresh rain. I didn’t want to die without taking the chance to kiss her once.

      “I just need one,” I said, pulling back.

      “You will have it.”

      I palmed my remaining darts. Six remained, two of which were tipped in toxins I’d mixed before coming to Elaeavn, making their efficacy uncertain. The rest were only sedatives. If this worked, then a sedative would be all we needed to buy us the time to escape.

      Lorst flipped knives toward Josun but continued to miss. Both men Slid from place to place, never lingering long enough for the other to get a fix. I couldn’t tell how Lorst threw his knives. They seemed to appear from beneath his cloak and fling toward the Elvraeth without being touched. Some even seemed to pull out from the wooden boxes they had lodged into before shooting out in another direction. Did he simply Slide too fast for me to see?

      I didn’t have to wait long for Cael’s Compulsion to take hold. Atop the stack of boxes, the man nearest us suddenly turned and fired his crossbow at one of the other men across from him. He fell from the top of the boxes in a heap.

      The other man turned, aiming his crossbow. I didn’t give him the chance to pull the trigger. My dart flew true and he fell, dropping his crossbow to the ground as he slumped across the box.

      The other sellswords started moving.

      At first, they seemed to ignore me, focusing on Lorst. If they got too close to him, it wouldn’t take much of the poison on their blades to incapacitate him. Sliding as he did, he might not see them. Not as I could.

      As strange as it seemed, I’d have to protect Lorst for us to have any chance of escape.

      I quickly flicked two darts. Both struck home, the first hitting one of the sellswords in the neck, the other flying askew but catching the man in the shoulder. They fell immediately.

      The remaining sellswords realized that I was there and turned toward me. Lorst flickered in front of me briefly and glanced over at Cael before Sliding again, disappearing in a shimmering of shadows. Josun followed him. Neither seemed concerned about me.

      Sellswords stood on opposite sides facing me, working together to force me to divide my attention. It was not the first time I had faced such tactics, but usually I was better prepared. A crossbow bolt went zipping toward one of the men but missed. Cael still Compelled her man. I did not need another attacker.

      One of the sellswords made a run at me, dancing toward me with his sword whirling.

      I flicked a dart. The sword deflected it, sending it back toward me.

      Without waiting, I sent another. This one missed as well, flying high and over his head. One of the makeshift darts. My usual darts would fly true.

      That left me with one dart and two attackers.

      But I didn’t see the other. While the one made a run at me, the other had drifted into darkness. With an angry flick of my wrist, I sent my last dart toward the man charging me. It hit him in the arm, burying deep into his flesh. He toppled forward, sprawled across the ground.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Cael still focused on the man overhead on the boxes. Her eyes drifted closed. How much longer could she hold onto the Compulsion? I didn’t know what would happen if she lost control, if the sellsword would regain his focus.

      Where was the other man? I didn’t see him, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t nearby. It didn’t help that Lorst and the Elvraeth continued to Slide in and out of sight, obscuring my view and distracting me as they did.

      Cael gasped softly.

      I turned quickly. The last sellsword had his sword extended overhead, ready to slice toward her. I had no darts remaining.

      Just a knife.

      With a quick motion, I sent the knife spiraling toward the sellsword. It sunk through his cheek, piercing the back of his head with a spray of blood. When his sword clattered to the ground, relief flooded me.

      Then something struck my shoulder. Hot pain shot through my arm.

      I looked down to see a crossbow bolt sticking out of the same shoulder Della had healed. Blood ran down my arm, hot and thick. My hand twitched uselessly.

      Cael’s Compulsion had failed.

      Looking up, I saw the man readying the next bolt. There wasn’t enough time to do anything that would keep him from firing, not that I had anything I could hit him with.

      It seemed that he raised his arm in slow motion. I readied to duck, but he aimed it not at me, but at Cael.

      I felt helpless and looked around for something—anything—I could throw at him. On the ground not four paces from me lay one of the crossbows. I dove, grabbing it and rolling, pointing up toward the man as I fired, fearfully holding my breath.

      I heard the snap of his crossbow firing and I heard him let out a harsh cry as the bolt I’d shot at him sunk into his neck. He fell, dropping from the boxes and landing on the ground in a growing pool of blood.

      With trepidation, I turned back to Cael, fearing the worst.

      Somehow, she looked unharmed.

      Lorst stood nearby, a surprised look on his face as he clutched his stomach.

      Then I heard Josun laughing. In spite of everything we had been through, I knew that we were all dead.
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      “After all that, you let a simple crossbow kill you?”

      Lorst grunted and staggered forward a step before catching himself. He was on the ground at least, and not standing on top of one of the crates they’d been chasing each other through. Blood spilled over his hand, a wound I’d seen before. He needed Healing—not healing—and without the ability to Slide, he would not get it.

      “Not killed,” he managed to say.

      “You won’t get the crystal. You might Slide off, but even then, you will not survive. Those were Neelish bolts.”

      I didn’t know if the sellswords dipped the crossbow bolts in poison the same as they did their swords, but the Elvraeth seemed to think that they did. What did that mean for my injury?

      Lorst attempted a Slide but seemed to fail. I could tell that he tried in the way that the light seemed to bend around him, faintly shimmering for a moment before he snapped back into focus. He grunted.

      The Elvraeth turned to face me. “I should thank you, Galen. Without your interference, none of this would have been possible. Young Cael there would have died in Eban, the crystal returned to the thief-master there. Eventually the council would have come for it, and I would have lost my opportunity.” A wide smile split his face as he Slid a few steps toward me. “But now? Because of you, now I have no use for the council.” He pulled the pulsing blue crystal out of a pocket and held it in front of him. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to speak to the Great Watcher? What he might say?”

      I wanted nothing to do with the Great Watcher. How would I explain to him how I used the gifts given to me?

      “Are you certain that you’re willing to risk that, Josun?” Lorst said. His voice came out weak and in a grunt.

      The Elvraeth pocketed the crystal again and Slid toward Lorst. Deep green eyes narrowed as he appeared. He pressed on the crossbow bolt plunged into Lorst’s stomach. Lorst bit back a scream. His hand flickered and he pushed against the Elvraeth. I could not tell if he staggered back a step or Slid.

      “You will die here. After everything you have been through, you fail here. And once I have used the crystal, the rest of your friends will fail too. No longer will you be able to protect them.”

      Lorst’s head bobbed forward but his eyes remained fixed, glaring at the Elvraeth. “I may die,” he agreed, “but I will not do so alone.”

      And then I saw the three knives streaking toward the Elvraeth.

      He Slid away from one, but the other two hit, one striking his shoulder, sinking deep and tearing all the way through to the other side as if thrown with considerable force. The other skittered across his face, tearing a flap of his cheek free.

      Josun screamed and grabbed at his face with his good arm. He fell backward, tripping over the ground, and pushed himself away from Lorst. Another knife whistled toward him, striking him in the back. He cried out again.

      “You always underestimate me,” Lorst said. He sunk to his knees.

      I hurried to Lorst. Whatever we had been before had changed. I would help him if I could.

      But when I reached him, he pushed me away. “Don’t,” he said. “If you care for her, then save her. There will be other sellswords outside the warehouse. Move quickly.”

      “Let me stabilize the wound. I was apprenticed to Della for a time.”

      Lorst fixed me with a strange expression. “Why do you think I helped you?” He sagged, unable to hold himself up any longer.

      Ignoring his request, I knelt next to him and fingered the long end of the bolt. It bled heavily—more heavily than it should for the size of the wound. At least I knew the poison.

      My wound didn’t bleed as Lorst’s did. Maybe I was lucky and the bolt had not been dipped in poison like the one that struck Lorst, though the Great Watcher knew I had never been particularly lucky. More likely, it was a different poison, one I hadn’t started feeling the effects of.

      I grabbed the jar of parsap out of my pouch and smeared it on Lorst’s wound. The thick sap might stabilize it long enough to staunch the bleeding. I just needed to get him to Della’s house and I might be able to help him, certainly more than I could do here.

      “Can you Slide one more time?” I asked.

      Lorst swallowed hard and his gaze slowly drifted up to me. The glaze in his eyes told me how near death he already was. He blinked, and I waited for his eyes not to open again.

      “To Della’s house. I might be able to help. Just get me back there and—”

      He shook his head once. “Too hard. Too hard to take you with me.” He swallowed. Blood dripped from his nose, and a dark bruise started working up his face. “Just me, Galen. Get the crystal back to Naelm…”

      With a scream, he shimmered as he attempted to Slide. For a moment, I thought he might fail, but then the shadows enveloped him and he disappeared, leaving me kneeling in front of a pool of blood.

      I hurried to Cael and tilted her head back. Her eyes blinked open and she smiled weakly.

      “Back for another kiss?” she asked.

      I breathed out a relieved laugh. “Eventually.”

      Her eyes saw the crossbow bolt in my shoulder. “You have to stop doing that.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe,” I said.

      “I know you will. That’s why I let you come.”

      “I thought I offered to come?”

      She smiled again. “Is that what you thought?” She coughed weakly and turned away from me, looking over to the Elvraeth sprawled on the ground. “You must get the crystal for me, Galen.”

      “And then we leave.”

      She turned back to me and smiled. “After this, there should be no problem seeing you restored.”

      “You know I don’t care about that,” I said. “I never have.”

      Cael shook her head sadly. “You shouldn’t lie to a Reader, Galen.”

      This time, I swallowed. I turned away from her and hurried to the Elvraeth stretched across the ground. I checked his injuries quickly, finding a thready pulse. One of Lorst’s knives stuck out of his shoulder and I pulled it out. After wiping it on Josun’s shirt, I pocketed it. Then I checked for the crystal, searching the pocket I had seen him place it into.

      It was gone.
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      Somehow sitting chained to the chair, her hair hanging over her face and her mouth split, Cael still looked beautiful. Faint light started filtering through one of the windows high overhead. Soon enough, it would be day. And she would return to the palace, finally free of me.

      She didn’t need to Read me to know what had happened. “Lorst has it,” I said, but that couldn’t be right. He had tasked me with returning the crystal… which meant Josun must have taken it. But when?

      There was only one answer. He’d Slid so fast that I hadn’t even seen it.

      Cael let out a soft sigh. We had to get out of here before the sellswords returned. Without any darts remaining, I didn’t have a way to keep us safe, and I didn’t dare risk exposing Cael to Neelish poison.

      “You have to grab the bolt,” I said.

      She looked at me for a moment and nodded. It was not the first time I had asked her to heal me. Each time, I hoped it would be the last.

      I leaned toward her and she gripped the shaft of the bolt. Since she was chained, I had to lean backward, groaning as the bolt tore through my shoulder as she ripped it out.

      “What will happen?” Cael asked.

      “I don’t know.” I had yet to feel the effect of any poison, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be anything.

      “Can you carry me?”

      I tried lifting my arm but found it useless. I could barely flex it. My fingers tingled uncomfortably and I suspected nerve damage of some kind. If I didn’t see it properly healed, my hand might never be the same.

      “Then you need to unlock the chains,” Cael instructed.

      Why hadn’t I thought of that first? I blinked, struggling to keep my eyes open. Had I accidentally sedated myself? It suddenly felt as if my mind moved slowly. I didn’t know whether that was from fatigue or something else.

      “Galen?” she said. Though her voice sounded distant, I heard the worry as she said my name.

      “Let me get you free,” I think I said. Cael nodded as if she understood.

      The chains were lorcith-made and heavy. With my good arm, I tried lifting Cael and the entire chair, but couldn’t. A heavy lock bound the chain on her arms. A separate lock held her legs.

      Normally locks would not provide much of a challenge for me. I had made a career out of sneaking through doors and into places that I wasn’t allowed access, but usually I had a series of lockpicks and other small devices that would help. All of that had been left behind in Eban when I helped Cael escape.

      I grabbed Lorst’s knife. While the blade seemed too thick, the point pressed into the lock. I twisted, hoping to pop open the lock. Instead, I felt something begin to crack.

      I dropped the knife, fearing that it might be breaking. I needn’t have feared. Rather than the knife, the entire lock had small cracks worked through it. Strange. Most locks—especially those lorcith made—would not have broken in such a way. I picked up the knife and tapped it on the lock, sending pieces flying. Stranger still, as I looked at one of the pieces, I realized that it was not made of lorcith, but a metal that looked similar.

      The second lock broke the same as the first.

      I tried freeing Cael from the chains but couldn’t do it. With only one good arm, I couldn’t get the chains around her. Worse, I felt as if I might pass out.

      “I can’t,” I said.

      Cael shook her arms. At first, I didn’t think anything would happen, but then the chains started pulling apart just enough for her to slide her hands free. She managed to get her legs out as well and slowly stepped away from the chair.

      “You’ll need to stand.”

      I tried pushing up but slipped again. Taking a deep breath, I focused on my legs, willing them to hold me. After all we’d been through, I wouldn’t let Cael die here.

      Though unsteady, somehow I managed to stand. Cael slipped her arm around me. I could not help but think how familiar this felt, how I had so often ended up dependent upon her ability to see me to safety, in spite of the fact that I had made it my goal to return her to Elaeavn safely.

      “Haven’t you realized that we must do this together?” she asked.

      Injured and fatigued, I suspected that my barriers were completely lowered. Already, I had intentionally dropped my guard with her. She had earned my trust many times over. And beyond that, I had more than a growing affection for her. In some ways, that frightened me more than anything else.

      She kissed my cheek. Her lips lingered, and warmth spread over my face. Some hint of strength returned. “I feel the same.”

      We hurried along the column of boxes. I tried to remain focused but saw nothing to tell me that we were watched. I heard an occasional soft scratching sound, but it seemed distant and muffled. The air tasted thick with dust as we passed.

      “I don’t know how to get us out of here,” I told Cael. “Some kind of warehouse. Not sure what it is.”

      A moment passed before she answered. “This is an Elvraeth place. Some of the boxes have writing on them, markings directing who the boxes are for. Most are quite old.”

      I turned to look at the boxes, renewed curiosity helping to focus my mind. “Why would the Elvraeth leave them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Who is Josun?” I asked. Cael steered me around a small turn in the boxes. In the distance was a narrow door. Cael either Read me and recognized it or she saw it as well.

      “One of the family.”

      “Would he sit on the council?” I asked.

      “He is too distantly related and would never sit at the council.”

      “Has he gone through the same ceremony as you?” I asked.

      “He would have gone through a Saenr, but not all are given the chance to hold one.”

      “He has one now.”

      “That’s what worries me.”

      Cael pulled us through the door and out onto the street. Gray, early morning light filtered through the clouds. The splashing of waves crashed nearby, mixing with the cawing of gulls. A steady scraping sound came from nearby…

      I turned my head and saw a sellsword making his way toward us. One foot dragged slightly through the dirt, sending a soft spray of dust up toward his boots.

      How had I heard first?

      With whatever energy I had left, I pushed Cael off me and grabbed for the knife I had taken out of the Elvraeth. With a flick from my good arm, I sent the knife flying. It had none of the force Lorst managed, but still lodged in the man’s chest, knocking him to the ground.

      “We should hurry.”

      Cael looked over at the fallen sellsword. Her brow furrowed as she stared. “There are others. Two more.”

      I didn’t ask how she knew. “Where? Can you avoid them?”

      She considered for a moment and then nodded.

      We hurried. I don’t know how I managed to stay upright. With each step, weakness surged through my legs, threatening to topple me to the ground. Only with Cael’s help did I stay standing.

      Near one corner, I thought I caught sight of another sellsword. Cael hesitated and her body tensed. I suspected she used Compulsion, but didn’t know for sure. Then we started off again. And finally reached the street.

      At this time of the morning, others made their way along the street. Most looked ready to work the docks. Men with thick arms had the stink of fish still clinging to them. A few women passed as well, barely paying us any mind. They were weavers, with large throws of nets still draped over their shoulders.

      “Della.” I didn’t know if I spoke clearly. Her name came off my tongue numbly.

      Hopefully, it was only fatigue that claimed me and not poison. I didn’t have the strength to heal another, let alone myself.

      My mind drifted and the street blurred. At one point, I thought I was lifted, but did not think that possible. Cael muttered something to me, speaking softly as she said my name. A feeling of warmth trailed through me as I heard her speak, though I could not quite make out the words.

      And then I could no longer maintain alertness, and drifted off.
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      I jerked awake. My shoulder throbbed, the pain reminding me too much of the last time I had been injured, though that had been healed by one of the greatest healers in Elaeavn somewhere far removed from the city. Shadows swirled around me as my eyes struggled to make out any shapes. I smelled the distinct odor of oil burning in a nearby lamp and heard the steady hiss of the flickering flame. There came a heavy creaking somewhere nearby and it took a moment to realize that I heard the stone of the walls settling.

      My eyes seemed to have a film over them and as I rubbed them, I noted the room. Large and sparse. Pale white walls. A large soft bed that I rested on. A basin in the corner filled with water. A blood-soaked bandage lay in a clump near it. My pouch rested along the wall, open. Someone had rifled through it. Thankfully, I had nothing of value in there any longer.

      I didn’t know where I was, but this wasn’t Della’s house.

      My legs felt stronger. Not fully recovered, but enough that I could hold my weight.

      A thin robe of deep blue covered me. The fabric was thaeln wool, exquisitely woven so that the usually rough fabric felt smooth and soft. A pair of thick slippers rested next to the bed, and I slipped them on to protect my feet from the chill of the floor.

      Muscles screamed as I stretched. I paused at my pouch, looking to see that nothing of my stores remained. I would have to resupply before leaving Elaeavn. And I would be leaving. As much as Cael wanted to convince me that she could restore me to the city, I had little hope she would succeed, especially now that the crystal was gone.

      The door opened as I stood. I leaned against the wall for support.

      Cael stood on the other side of the door, studying me. Dressed in a long, flowing gown of shimmering silk, I couldn’t help but notice how it clung to her body. Her hair had been brushed out and fell around her shoulders in loose ringlets, clean and shiny. She smelled of crisp soap and floral perfume. Only a hint of the bruising remained around her eyes as a reminder of what she’d been through. Otherwise, she looked well. Beautiful.

      She smiled.

      “Where am I?”

      Cael laughed with a soft, lilting sound. “You are in Elaeavn. You are home.”

      Home. As much as I had wanted to return to the city of my birth over the years, I doubted that it could ever be home again.

      “If that is what you wish,” she said.

      What I wished was that I could be with Cael, that we did not have to worry about ancient crystals or Orly or Lorst. I would just like to be with her.

      She smiled again.

      “I was healed,” I said. She already knew what I was thinking.

      “There are many skilled healers here.”

      Here. And then I knew where she’d brought me. “I’m in the palace?” Without waiting for her answer, I raised the barriers in my mind. If I was within the palace, then there were Readers here who would know everything about me. It was one thing for Cael to know what I was thinking—even my barriers had little effect on preventing her access to my mind—but it was quite another for every Reader in the palace to know what I thought. And felt.

      Cael pretended not to notice. “I couldn’t leave you at Della’s house with no one there to heal you. At least here, there was the possibility you could improve.” Her eyes narrowed. “Shouldn’t I have taken that chance?”

      Without my pouch and my cloak, I felt exposed, bared in a way that I rarely felt. “I’m one of the Forgotten.”

      “And you have been summoned before the council.” The smile on her face widened.

      I understood why, but didn’t share in her excitement. Cael really thought she could have me restored. “And if they do not?” I asked. “The punishment for return is death.”

      “You’ve done everything in your power to see me safely back to Elaeavn. That’s enough for your restoration.”

      “Only after I’d been hired to kill you,” I reminded her.

      “You were never really the danger.”

      I laughed softly and it hurt my shoulder and pulled in my back where the crossbow bolts had struck. At least the pain from the knife wound had faded, the searing agony of the srirach now only a memory. I thought of Cael’s abilities, how easily she Read me and the subtle ways she managed to Compel me, and knew that she was right. I had never posed her any real threat.

      Lorst was different. She seemed unable to Compel him, at least not easily. And there seemed more to him than the ability to Slide. I had not managed to understand how he threw his knives but suspected a secret existed there as well.

      “When does the council wish to meet with me?”

      “Now.”

      She took my hand and helped me out of bed. Muscles screamed against the movement and I stretched, trying to work the blood through my injured arms and legs.

      As Cael guided me from the room, I didn’t question, though I felt underdressed given the thin robe I wore. Along the hall, I saw more walls of white stone. Blue lanterns set into the wall glowed with a soft light. They had a strange, bitter odor that I recognized but could not completely place. Tapestries hung on the walls, ornately made and woven to depict scenery from the forests and sea, as if reminding the Elvraeth that we had once lived among the trees of the Aisl Forest but now lived along the shores. A few seemed to show the Great Watcher. Other sculptures decorated corners, each made with exquisite detail and left almost casually about the palace as a sign of decadence.

      I felt uncomfortable, more trapped within these walls than had I been locked in a cell. I was accustomed to striding atop rooftops or sneaking down back alleys, always alert for a threat. Here in the palace, everything seemed a threat.

      Cael said nothing, though I felt her tense as she held my hand.

      “You’re that uncomfortable here?” she asked softly.

      I sensed she expected a different reaction. “I’ll be fine.”

      She glanced over at me before turning to face ahead again, and nodded.

      We turned a few more times before ascending a wide stair. Without Cael, I had no idea where in the palace I was. Without Cael, I was trapped.

      We reached a wide set of double doors that had not changed since I was last in the palace. My mind traced through the years since I’d been here, remembering all too well how I’d felt that day. Scared. Isolated. In spite of that, I had trusted the Elvraeth would rule fairly. I had remained optimistic they’d sentence me to the mines, if only briefly, a place where I could earn my freedom. When I’d been exiled, I had been granted a different kind of freedom. Now I couldn’t imagine any other life.

      I suppose I could imagine it. Seeing Della recently had brought back the memory of what it had been like serving with her. There had been the hope I could be a healer, that I could use my knowledge of plants and medicines to help rather than kill. Now that I was effectively exiled from another city, I needed to find work again.

      The thought that I was twice Forgotten made me laugh out loud.

      Cael looked at me, and a smile spread on her face as she must have Read me.

      The doors to the council chamber stood unguarded and open. The last time had been different. I had been in chains then, guarded by a pair of young Elvraeth. Now, only Cael guarded me. A pair of the strange blue lanterns lit the entrance, but the light did not reach far into the room. For some reason, even my Sight failed me.

      Cael patted my hand. “Once you are restored…”

      I nodded, looking away from the door, trying to forget the pain of that time. Everything had been taken from me with a single vote of the council. Everything I had ever been, had ever wanted to be, simply removed. Had Della fully abandoned me, I might have ended up differently. Instead, she steered me toward Isander, and indirectly toward my fate. I doubt that she ever saw the irony in that.

      Cael waited for me. I dared not think of the possibility of being restored, but what would I do if it happened? I wanted to be with Cael, but I would not risk her safety by having her join me in exile.

      “That would be my choice,” she said softly.

      I swallowed, unable to say anything more.

      Cael led me into the council room. I worried about what message it sent that she held my hand, knowing that her father sat on the council.

      The curving oval room appeared designed to convey authority. The walls were made of pristine white stone and arched high over his head. The slippers on my feet made little sound as I walked, as if even the air of the room demanded respect. Spaced evenly along the wall, small lamps glowed with the faint blue light. I suspected they were a small concession for those not Sighted. Towering statues made of the same white stone as the walls stood slightly away from the wall and cast long shadows into the room.

      Just like the last time I had been here, they sat upon a tall dais made of earath wood crafted with such delicacy that the carvings seemed to move. As before, I wondered what craftsman had such skill.

      Three members of the council sat facing me, each seated in a large, ornate chair. Two chairs stood empty. From what I understood, each sitting on the council served as the head of their family. The last time I stood before them, I had not dared do more than speak a few words.

      Cael did not leave me. I tried loosening my hand from hers, knowing that simply standing with me, one of the Forgotten, put her at risk, but she held tightly, fingers wrapped around mine. I looked over at her and she nodded reassuringly. I did not know what to expect or what I should say. It seemed I did not have to.

      She spoke.

      “I come before the council with a request,” she began. “The council knows what happened during my Saenr. How I chose my crystal, sat alongside the Great Watcher as you would have during your Saenr, only to lose the crystal in the Aisl Forest.”

      The woman on the far left spoke. Dressed in a crimson dress, a green leaf pinned to the lapel, her long pale hair hung down her back. “You said you reclaimed the crystal,” she said. She sat with a straight back and looked at Cael with disdain.

      “I did. With much difficulty, I returned to Elaeavn. And then the crystal was again taken from me. But if not for Galen’s help, I would have died in Eban.” Cael drew herself up and took a deep breath. “So it is that I come before the council seeking restoration of Galen D’serat.”

      The man in the center of the council shot Cael a look, and I knew which one was her father. Dressed in a thaeln wool jacket of deep navy, the simple cut created an air of authority. Green eyes studied her, the corners wrinkling as she spoke. He set broad hands on the table. A massive ring circled the middle finger on his left hand, marking his title.

      Not only did her father sit on the council, but he led it as well.

      “You brought one of the Forgotten into the palace?” her father demanded.

      Cael met his eyes. Not for the first time, I wished I had her ability so that I knew what she was thinking.

      “I brought with me the person who saved my life. Who risked his own to see me here safely.”

      Cael’s father turned on me. In spite of what she said, his eyes looked upon me with an angry expression. “Only to lose the crystal once you returned.”

      Cael frowned. “I have already reported what happened.”

      The councilor on the far right spoke. Not quite fat, his face was nevertheless pudgy. He wore a flowing robe more like what Cael wore and sat with thick arms crossed over his belly. “You mentioned another of the Forgotten. You don’t think they work together?”

      “Not after he tried killing Galen,” Cael answered calmly.

      “That’s all it took to convince you?” her father answered. “I knew you naïve, Cael, but this is too much.”

      The other councilors started speaking rapidly to one another, ignoring the fact that Cael and I were standing there. I could hear snippets of what they said, but mostly they spoke in harsh whispers.

      “Enough!” Cael thundered.

      I felt the Compulsion as it carried through the room. I couldn’t believe that Cael would try Compelling the entire council, but if that was what it took to convince them, I would not argue. Besides, I could tell that I was in no position to do anything more than watch.

      Cael stepped away from me. She carried herself with an air of confidence that reminded me of the first time I had seen her. Then she had disguised herself in the Durven as one of the local prostitutes and used her connections with the other painted girls to distract me. I had always assumed they were her friends, but I wondered now if she had done anything to Compel them to help.

      She stepped in front of the council, looking at each in turn, finally focusing on her father. “You think that I’m incapable of knowing if he lied to me?” she asked softly.

      I heard the hint of a threat underlying the question. I wondered if the council did as well.

      “You’re a Reader, Cael.” Her father leaned forward on his arms, propping up on his elbows. His tone turned slightly condescending, as if speaking to the child he obviously still thought her. “He is from Elaeavn. You do not think that he can protect his thoughts from a Reader?”

      “As you can protect your thoughts from me?”

      “Yes.”

      After our time together, I didn’t need to see the smile that turned on Cael’s face.

      “So I should not be able to Read that you doubt Galen’s intentions. Or that you worry what he did to me as we traveled.” She hesitated. “Or perhaps something different. How you wish Sasha would stop staring at you the way she does. Or do you wish me to delve deeper, Father? To see how you watch Yhongur’s daughter?” She turned to the man on the far end. “And you, Yhongur. How you look at me, the way you feign listening though your eyes continue to peel the robe from my body. You think I cannot Read that?”

      Her father made no expression as she spoke. Yhongur’s eyes widened and he looked away as his cheeks reddened. Not that I had doubted, but I knew that Cael had Read him correctly.

      Cael turned, motioning toward me. “I have known Elvraeth my entire life. And I am a Reader. Mental barriers have not slowed me since I was a child. Even you, Father, who thinks that you hide everything so well. Were I to choose, I could Read every secret you wish to protect. So do not think I simply took anyone at their word.”

      She stepped back and took my hand. I looked over at her, saw the hint of flush to her cheeks, the faint sheen of sweat on her brow, and knew the courage it had taken for her to say what she had.

      “Cael,” her father began, sitting upright in his chair. He crossed his hands in front of him, making certain to flash the ring toward me. “It seems that you have hidden your abilities from me.”

      “There is much you don’t know about me, Father.”

      I expected more of a response. Instead, he turned and looked at me, ignoring or dismissing Cael. I saw an accusation on his face, as if he blamed me for the changes in his daughter. If only he knew that she had been the one to change me.

      “You’ve appeared before this council one other time and were sentenced with exile. Returning to Elaeavn violates that sentence. The punishment for that is death.”

      Cael tensed, squeezing my hand. I feared what she might do. There were limits to her abilities. There must be, otherwise Josun Elvraeth would not have been able to place her in chains. We had not had a chance to speak about how he’d managed that feat, but I wouldn’t see it repeated.

      I released her hand and stepped forward, tilting my head and looking down. Let them see me as respectful, however much I feigned it.

      “Honorable council. In the years since my exile, I have never attempted to return. Only after learning that Cael R’da Elvraeth,” I made sure to say her full name, looking up just enough to see her father’s reaction—his eyes barely widened, “had one of the five crystals and that danger chased her. My intent was only to see her safely back. I beg the council to allow me to simply return to my exile.”

      I let out a ragged breath, hoping that Cael understood the need for the lie. The council would never restore me, not now and not after what I had done to earn my exile. I would always be one of the Forgotten. But I could hope that the council would let me live.

      Sasha started to speak, looking over to the others. “You cannot deny that he has returned your daughter to us safely.”

      “Without the crystal,” Yhongur stated. His cheeks still looked flushed and he made a point of not looking at Cael.

      “Even so, his punishment should not change,” Sasha continued. “Let him return to his exile. That is punishment enough.”

      I watched Cael’s father while the others spoke. Already I knew what he would decide.

      “One of the Forgotten has returned,” he said. “There must be punishment.”

      “Father!” Cael said.

      Her father met her eyes. “For returning you safely, he will avoid death. Be thankful for that.” He swung his gaze to me. “You will be sentenced to serve in the Ilphaesn mines.”

      Ilphaesn. At least as one of the Forgotten, I had a certain level of freedom. In Ilphaesn, that would be taken from me. “For how long?” I dared ask.

      As he stared at Cael, his eyes hardened. “For the rest of your days.”
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      Stone encircled me. And I had thought that simply being in the palace made me feel as if I were trapped. That had been nothing compared to this place.

      Surprisingly, the smells hit me first. Sweat and blood mixed with dust and the bitter scent of lorcith, so heavy on the air that I practically tasted it. All around me were others similarly trapped, but different. They had the chance to earn their freedom. I no longer could.

      But I lived. The council had agreed that I could live.

      In the week since leaving Elaeavn for the second time in my life, I still feared what Cael would do. The look on her face when her father had announced my sentencing spoke volumes, but somehow he had not seen it. I wondered what gifts he had—what ability simmered to the top for him, like Reading had for Cael.

      Now I stood in a crowded cave, surrounded by men the council had deemed criminals. From what I knew of those sentenced to Ilphaesn, few had done more than protect themselves or their families. That did not change how the council treated them.

      I sighed and took a place near the outer wall. On the journey here, I had spoken little. There had been nothing for me to say. Death might have been a better sentence.

      The stink of the stew served near the single lantern drifted toward me. My stomach rumbled. I heard something moving near me and turned. Shadows seemed draped across the cavern, and in spite of my Sight, I could not easily penetrate that darkness.

      I sunk to the ground. My shoulder and back ached where I’d been shot, throbbing in a way that I previously had managed to ignore. Then Cael had been there to keep me company. Without her, even small wounds that I had sustained during our escape from Eban hurt. Trapped here in Ilphaesn, nothing would take those wounds from me.

      The sound came again, a soft shuffling. I smelled a strange scent, like that of mint, reminding me of tesand root, though that was not found anywhere near Ilphaesn.

      Then I turned, peering into the darkness, trying to see past the shadows.

      A strong hand grabbed my wrist.

      At first, I struggled, fearful. Rumors claimed men could be brutal here.

      The scent of mint came stronger. I pieced together what I had noticed as I felt a sense of movement. Colors spun past me as I Slid.

      Emerging from the Slide, Della looked at me with concern. A few strands of gray hair had pulled free of the tight bun on her head and one hand twisted braided ends of the shawl she wore. When she saw me, she quickly laid a hand on my arm and closed her eyes.

      Lorst let go of my arm and stepped back. I glanced at him with less suspicion than I once would have.

      “You’re unharmed,” Della said.

      I looked around the small room—her home, the same as when I had seen it last, though this time a fire danced in the hearth. Shutters on the windows tilted slightly open, letting in some light, but not much. It had been near midday when we reached the mines, but only a hazy light reached through her windows. The scent of tesand brewing came from the pot over the fire, and I understood what I had smelled in Ilphaesn.

      “Why did you come for me?” I asked.

      Della sighed. “I have never given up on you, Galen.”

      “But Lorst—”

      “Never intended you any harm.”

      I didn’t know if that was true or not. When he had come after Cael in the Durven, he had certainly seemed willing to harm me. Again, on the streets of Eban, his attack had seemed sincere. I wondered if Della knew that.

      “I can’t be here,” I said. If any on the council discovered that I had returned to Eban, I had little doubt that they would carry out the sentence I’d been promised.

      “Where would you go?” Della asked softly. “There’s a price on your head in Eban and Cort. Probably even Asador. And your… skills… require particular connections, if you wish to continue using them.”

      Hearing her say it like that left me feeling as trapped as I had been within the mines. And she was right—where would I go? I had sacrificed everything to help Cael reach Elaeavn, only to have her taken from me.

      “What do you want with me?” I asked. “Why bring me here?”

      Della looked back at Lorst.

      He shrugged. “We need your help.”

      “The crystal? You think I should help you regain the crystal? After everything I’ve been through, everything I’ve lost, why would I be interested in helping?”

      “Galen,” Lorst started, “you don’t understand what’s happened over this past week.”

      I shook my head angrily and pushed away. “I know what happened. I was sentenced to the mines for life, banished again. And I lost… I lost…” I couldn’t finish, could not say what I had lost, not even to myself.

      A figure stepped out of the shadows near the corner. How had I not seen it before? I tensed, wondering what other surprises Della might have. Would she turn me over to the council for refusing? Would Lorst dump me back into the mines? I had no way of fighting my way free if it came to that and didn’t even know if I had the heart to try.

      And then I saw her. Cael.

      My heart seemed to stop.

      “You haven’t lost me,” she said softly.

      I don’t know how I ran to her as quickly as I did, not caring that Della and Lorst stood there watching. “I don’t understand. What are you doing here?”

      She touched my face. My skin tingled where her finger trailed across it. “I asked them to find you, Galen.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I said. Without her telling me, I knew what it would cost her. She might as well be one of the Forgotten herself.

      “Do you think I could remain in the palace after what they did?”

      “That’s what you wanted.”

      She smiled and leaned toward me, kissing my cheek. “That is what I wanted,” she agreed.

      I took her hands and met her eyes. As I did, I felt a rush of emotion, of understanding, and felt connected to her in a way we had only shared briefly before.

      “Something changed in me after my Saenr,” she said. “I don’t know that I ever told you what I saw then.” Her voice came out as a whisper, for my ears only. “I sat beside the Great Watcher. For that moment, I Read everything.” She smiled. “And then it was gone. After, I was different. No longer just a Reader. Other gifts manifested.” She inhaled slowly, squeezing my hands. “As they might have in you.”

      “What gifts?”

      Even as I asked, I understood. Smells had been more potent. Sounds louder than they should have been. Ever since traveling so close to the crystal.

      She nodded. “It unlocked something in me. I’ve seen your reaction and think it’s done the same for you.”

      Lorst Slid to a spot next to Cael. A hard frown tightened his mouth, though his eyes seemed even harder. “Which is why Josun must be found. He is skilled and has survived more times than I can count. But we will find it and take it from him.” He studied me, his eyes hard. “You haven’t held the crystal and it has that power. Think of what will happen to others who do hold it.”

      I looked from Lorst to Della. “What will you do with it?”

      It was Lorst who answered. It surprised me that it would be him and not Della. “That crystal belongs to Elaeavn. All of Elaeavn, not just the Elvraeth.”

      Part of me knew that he was right, but that wasn’t my concern. After all these years, Elaeavn was no longer my home. But Cael…

      “You understand what this means?” I asked, ignoring Lorst.

      She smiled again. “That I’ll be with you?”

      My heart fluttered. All I wanted was to hold her and keep her safe. “That you’ll be in danger. Never knowing when someone might attack, might try to take your life.”

      “You describe everything I’ve known since meeting you.”

      I laughed, only because I didn’t know what else to do.

      As Cael squeezed my hand, Della moved to stand next to Lorst. She studied me with her deep green eyes. I suspected that Cael already knew Della’s deepest secret, though she hadn’t said anything to me about it. And now she resigned herself to a similar fate, one I knew Della regretted at times.

      “We all have regret, Galen,” Della said. “But that doesn’t mean things don’t turn out as they should.”

      I made the mental effort to push my barriers into place before realizing they already were. Had Della Read me even so?

      Cael touched my arm and guided me toward the door. I hesitated, not knowing what we should do. If I stayed with Della, it meant working with Lorst, but maybe recovering the crystal as well. That was important to me when it mattered to Cael. Now… now I wasn’t certain.

      We stepped outside and Cael wrapped me in her arms. I hugged her back, feeling the warmth of her body mix with the warmth of the sun. “The crystal is still gone.”

      “I know.”

      “We can help. I’ve Read some of what Della intends. Lorst… he’s more difficult.”

      I stared at the door to Della’s home. When I’d come with Lorst, it had been empty, and now it seemed as if she’d never left. What had I missed? The city had changed almost as much as I had while I was gone.

      “Why should we help?” I asked.

      She smiled and rested her hand on my chest. “This is your home. It might not feel like it now, but it is. And we have to protect it.”

      “I wanted to protect you. That was it.”

      “And I wanted to protect the crystal. Which we did.”

      “And failed.”

      “That doesn’t mean our work is done. We can help. Della senses that, though I don’t know how. Will you stay and help them?” She hesitated, a smile parting her lips. “Help me?”

      I looked around Elaeavn in the bright sunlight. The city wasn’t my home, regardless of what Cael said. She might intend for it to be, and if she was willing to stay with me, maybe it could be.

      What she offered was something else, and I suspected she knew it.

      In Eban—really, anywhere but Elaeavn—I was an assassin. Leaving took that identity from me. I didn’t have to be a Reader to know how she hoped that by helping, I’d find a different identity. And maybe it was time.

      “I’ll do this for you.”

      She smiled. “Maybe for now. In time, I think you’ll do it for you.”

      A cat yowled somewhere nearby. It had been so long, I no longer knew if that was good luck, or bad.

      Watching Cael, knowing that she might actually care about me in spite of who I was, and knowing she wanted me to be better than I had been, I decided it was good luck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Look for book 3, Assassin’s End, out in December.

      Also check out The Dark Ability, set in the same world as the Sighted Assassin to see where Lorst first began.
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