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      No matter how many miles he traveled, Tomas couldn’t outrun the ghosts of his past. They waited for quiet moments when his mind was still, lurking with the patience of the dead, for whom time had no meaning.

      Tomas could never predict what summoned them. Three days ago, a loaf of fresh bread had brought his old unit back, flesh rotting from their faces as they joined him at his fire. A week back, the sound of two horses approaching had returned him to a jail cell after the war, listening to the executions through steel bars. Tonight, she sat next to him in the grass, and he swore he caught her scent on the late summer breeze.

      Figments of his imagination, all. Elzeth couldn’t see them. But they looked no less real for knowing it.

      He worried. He didn’t exhibit any signs of tics, not that anyone could see. Maybe, though, madness took more forms than he knew, and this was his.

      Answers, hopefully, weren’t far away. Two, maybe three days of travel.

      Assuming the unexpected guest hiding in the tall grass didn’t derail his plans.

      Thick clouds obscured Tolkin and the stars. A dark night, perfect for mischief. Tomas had built no fire when he stopped for the day. Even a small flame could be seen for miles, and he desired no company.

      Twenty paces to the south, the grass moved against the wind.

      Her ghost vanished, content to wait in the shadowy corners of his mind until another quiet moment allowed her to return.

      The disturbance in the grass came closer, and Tomas now heard someone crawling through the grass. They were careful, but not nearly silent enough to sneak up on a host. He lay down and closed his eyes.

      It took the intruder several minutes to approach. They were too loud to be trained, so Tomas assumed they possessed an overabundance of caution. When they emerged in Tomas’ camp, they went for his pack. That decision saved their life.

      “It’s generally considered polite to ask first,” Tomas said. He opened his eyes and sat up.

      The boy, or perhaps young man, jumped and scrambled a few paces back. He drew a short knife and held it between them, point toward Tomas. He didn’t run, though.

      “Hungry?” Tomas asked.

      The young man didn’t answer, his eyes darting back and forth. Then he nodded.

      “Help yourself,” Tomas said. “I’ve got plenty, and food is easy enough to come by in these parts.”

      The young man scrambled forward, the knife always pointed at Tomas. He grabbed the pack, then scurried a few paces away. He rummaged through the pack with one hand while threatening Tomas with the knife.

      Wasn’t a very trusting young man.

      Perhaps with reason, though. Now that Tomas could see him better, the young man looked to be on the brink of death. A memory surfaced. Not a ghost, but a time Tomas would still rather forget. Escorting prisoners to a new camp. Bodies emaciated, sunken eyes staring into a place Tomas couldn’t see.

      Tomas and the others hadn’t been cruel. At least, not by design. Food was scarce, and most of it went to the army. Little enough was left for the citizens the army was supposed to fight for, and even less for the prisoners it was honor-bound to care for.

      That was the assignment that taught Tomas that war has no victors, no matter what historians would someday say.

      The young man looked like any of those prisoners. His arms were thin enough Tomas was sure he could grab the man around the bicep and still touch thumb to finger. His eyes were like dark caves, and his hair was ragged. Around the man’s right wrist was a blood-soaked bandage. Tomas’ eyes narrowed. “What happened to you?”

      The man made no reply as he gnawed on Tomas’ food. Several of his teeth were missing.

      Tomas ran his eyes up and down the man again. There were no other visible scars or bruises, but who knew what his tunic covered? “I would help, if I can.”

      The offer seemed to surprise the man. His head jerked up, and he seemed to see Tomas for the first time. He looked at his knife, then at Tomas. He smiled sheepishly and put the blade down.

      His smile stripped years off his face. He was no more than a boy on the cusp of manhood. Something in that grin cracked Tomas’ heart.

      “I suppose a knife isn’t much good against you, is it?” His voice was higher-pitched, confirming Tomas’ suspicion about his age.

      Tomas shook his head.

      “You’re a solider, aren’t you? One of the good ones.”

      The memory of the prisoners came again. “Was a soldier. Can’t speak to the rest.”

      The boy nodded vigorously, as though Tomas had just confirmed everything he’d guessed.

      “Tomas.” He bowed his head, and the boy did the same.

      “Pleasure,” the boy replied. When he saw Tomas’ reaction, he said, “I’ll eat my fill, and if you’ll be so kind, take some more with me. But I won’t stay. Even this help will put you in danger, and I don’t need any more sins on my ledger. I’d tell you my name, but that’s a risk, too. I hope you’ll forgive my poor manners.”

      “I can probably help.”

      The boy shook his head. “I appreciate the offer. More than you know. But I can’t accept.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “It’s better this way. For you, me, and the others.”

      Tomas leaned back on his elbows. He had a hard time believing it would be better for them to part ways. But he didn’t know the situation, and more than anything, he respected the boy’s right to choose his own path. Even if he disagreed. He wasn’t following anyone places where they didn’t want him. Not again. “As you wish. But please, help yourself to anything. You can even take the pack if you want. There’s some money in the bottom.”

      “Truly?”

      “I don’t need much. A canteen and my sword should be good to last me until the next town, and I can resupply there.”

      “Even if I take your coin?”

      “That’s easy enough to come by.”

      “Thank you, sir. I don’t know what else to say.”

      “Your thanks is more than enough. Have you any news of Razin?”

      His guest finished a biscuit and started another. “Nothing worth your time, I’m afraid. I’ve been somewhat out of touch.”

      Whatever the boy had been through, it had put the fear of all three hells in him. He was running away from the town Tomas hoped to find his answers in.

      “Heading into trouble again, I see,” Elzeth commented.

      “Looks that way.”

      Soon enough, the boy finished his meal. “You’re sure you don’t mind me taking your pack? There’s nothing else in here you want?”

      “Nothing at all. Hopefully it lasts you for many years.”

      “Thanks again, sir.” The boy looked around. “I suppose I best be off. If anyone asks after me, feel free to tell them I stole from you. If they find out you helped, it might mean more trouble for you.”

      The instructions only made Tomas more curious, but he kept his peace.

      The boy stood up, and for a moment, Tolkin burst through the clouds, casting the wide prairie in its pale red light. Tomas caught his first good look at the boy and revised his estimated age down again. He couldn’t be more than twelve or thirteen.

      His guest smiled.

      And then his head exploded, brain and bone shooting in all directions.
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      The report of the rifle echoed over the rolling prairie a moment later. By the time it reached Tomas’ ears, he was already moving.

      Another bullet whined through the place he’d just sat.

      A good shot.

      Elzeth flared to life. The world became more vivid. Colors were deeper, edges sharper. Exhaustion fell from his body and mind.

      The shot had come from somewhere west, which made enough sense. The boy had been fleeing the town. Poor kid hadn’t been as far in front of his pursuit as he thought.

      Tomas glanced up. The clouds were thick, blocking almost all of Tolkin’s light. The brief illumination had been a chance event. Regardless, the shooter had acted swiftly. Given the slight but noticeable delay between the impact of the bullet and the sound of the shot, it had been at distance, too.

      The darkness protected Tomas, but it hid the shooter as well.

      Tomas kept to a low crouch, using the tall grass as cover as he dashed west. Every hundred paces or so, he stopped to listen. The rifle could kill Tomas several times before he got close enough to use his sword. But the shooter couldn’t hit what they couldn’t see.

      When he thought he was close, Tomas paused for a longer time. He hadn’t heard anything yet. Either the assassin was very quiet or was overconfident enough they hadn’t moved.

      There.

      Maybe forty paces away, the killer softly cleared their throat.

      Tomas lowered himself and slithered toward the sound, circling in such a way that he approached the sniper from the west.

      Elzeth’s assistance kept his mind sharp and his limbs strong. He parted the grass gently as he advanced, every movement premeditated. When he was close, he rose to his feet, hand on the hilt of his sword.

      The assassin faced east, rifle held loosely in his hands. He knelt on one knee while he swept the barrel in a slow arc. From behind the sniper, Tomas could see what he saw, and it wasn’t much. The darkness was too deep.

      Though Tomas was sure that he hadn’t made a sound, some animal instinct warned the shooter he was in danger. Tomas saw him tense and turn.

      Too little, too late. All the rifles in the world couldn’t stop Tomas when he was this close. His sword jumped from its sheath, eager for justice. With one cut the man’s right arm lost all strength. The rifle dropped to the grass.

      The assassin leaped at Tomas, but Tomas wasn’t sure what the man intended with only an empty left hand. He snapped the flat of his blade across the man’s head, knocking him straight to the ground.

      The sniper had little interest in remaining down. Despite the blow, he was fighting back to his feet. Tomas stabbed down, thrusting his sword through the back of the man’s left hand as he pushed himself up. The tip traveled through the man’s palm and deep into the soil, pinning him in place.

      The assassin’s only response was a grunt of pain.

      Tomas squatted down next to him. “Why did you kill the boy?”

      The man made to spit in his face, so Tomas backhanded him. With Elzeth burning, the blow struck him hard enough to snap his face around.

      “Who ordered you to kill him?” Tomas tried again.

      This time, the man settled for damning Tomas to every imaginable hell.

      As if Tomas didn’t already know what awaited him on the other side of the gate.

      Tomas drew a knife and spun it casually in his hand. He wanted the sniper to know he was comfortable using it. The shooter watched him but said nothing. Tomas saw the fear in his eyes, but it was controlled. “Not going to tell me anything?” he asked. “It’s the difference between a quick and easy death and slow, painful one.”

      The man pressed his lips tightly together.

      In a blink, Tomas stabbed the knife into the man’s thigh. The killer groaned and his face turned pale.

      But he didn’t speak.

      Tomas met the man’s angry glare with one of his own. He twisted the knife, and the assassin snarled.

      This man had killed a boy. With such a short window to act, he’d done so without hesitation. He deserved whatever was coming to him and more.

      Tomas pulled the knife out. He spun it in his hand again, flinging blood. “Once more. Why’d you kill the boy?”

      The only sound to reach Tomas’ ears was the breeze rustling the grasses.

      Tomas had never understood such loyalty. Perhaps he was too selfish, but it seemed such a waste. Information was rarely worth a life.

      He could continue. As far as these things went, he’d just barely started. But he had no stomach for it. The assassin would withstand more than Tomas was willing to do.

      Tomas gave him another moment, then slid the knife between the protective ribs and into the man’s heart.

      Perhaps too easy of a death, but it wasn’t for him to decide.

      He pulled the knife out and cleaned it on the dead man’s clothes. Then he removed his sword from the man’s hand.

      The rifle was the same model Tomas had seen all too often lately. Slowly, they were making their way into the hands of more and more people. Still far too expensive for most, but the price was coming down.

      Progress, he supposed.

      A quick examination of the man revealed little of interest. Tomas flipped him over and used the knife to cut through the man’s tunic. He tore the fabric apart, and his stomach sank at the sight.

      It probably shouldn’t have been a surprise. The man had possessed some skill, and such men almost always chose a side. It also explained why the man hadn’t talked. They never talked.

      “I see it’s another impressive mess you’ve gotten us into,” Elzeth said. “And I thought visiting an inquisitor would be trouble enough.”

      Tomas stood up. “Would have been too easy, I suppose.”

      He looked down at the man again. A tattoo covered almost his entire back, marking him as one of the Family.

      From the amount of ink decorating him, he had been someone important, too.
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      Tomas returned to the boy’s body. Though slim, there was a chance he might reveal some crucial detail in death he held onto in life. A quick glance revealed nothing he hadn’t noticed earlier. Tomas checked the boy’s pockets but found them empty. Then he lifted the boy’s tunic.

      His torso was a mess of scars. Some were long and shallow, perhaps the work of a flail. Others were deep and made by a knife.

      Tomas tugged the tunic back down and stood up. He said the old words over the boy, then looked west.

      There’d never been any doubt the boy had endured a hard life. The depth of it, though, made Tomas wish he’d left the assassin alive for a bit longer. He could have shared some fraction of what the boy had lived through.

      Done was done, though.

      Tomas left, heading west. He walked about a mile, then found a new place to rest for the night. He didn’t leave the area because of superstition, but because the corpses would attract scavengers, and he had no wish to be nearby. Once he found a good site for the evening, he lay down and closed his eyes.

      Sleep took him easily, but he woke well before the rise of the sun. Not that long ago, such a short night’s sleep would have bothered him. This morning he felt well rested and ready for the day.

      He continued west, but angled slightly south so that he might join the main road that led into town. He walked slowly, timing his arrival so that he might reach Razin sometime after midday. By noon he found the road, and afternoon was giving way to evening when the town first came into view.

      Razin didn’t impress him, but then again, no town did.

      It was a good-sized town, large enough that several hundred people called it home. Rumors claimed that the railroads planned on building toward Razin next summer. In response, people flocked to the town, eager to take advantage of the wealth the railroad brought wherever it laid track.

      Seemed like a waste of perfectly good space to Tomas, but no one had asked him.

      “Sounds quiet enough,” Elzeth observed.

      “Probably large enough they have their own marshal. One who gets paid enough they don’t run out at the first sign of trouble.”

      “Not sure they’re going to like having us visit.”

      “It could be a peaceful visit,” Tomas protested.

      Elzeth snorted with laughter.

      Tomas watched the town for another minute, memorizing what he could. The town was laid out in a convenient grid, with one main street running north and south and another perpendicular, running east and west. It looked like most of the shops were along those two streets, although Tomas thought he saw a few buildings too large to be houses off the main streets.

      One such building was the church mission, located near the northwest corner of town. Its distinctive spire towered over the town below. It was the same design Tomas had seen in half a dozen towns on the journey out here.

      He would have been surprised not to see a church mission here, but the sight still made him uneasy. Those white walls all too often concealed dark deeds.

      Perhaps twenty people wandered the streets, their business carrying them from shop to shop. Tomas saw no overt signs of trouble.

      Indeed, it really did look like a peaceful town.

      If he was lucky, it would still be peaceful when he left. All he wanted was answers, both about the boy and his own problems.

      “Not going to learn anything standing here,” Elzeth said.

      Tomas took one last look, then kept walking.

      As he neared the outskirts of town, he saw he’d already attracted attention. A woman with a rifle walked with purpose down the street, her gaze on him. The badge on her chest reflected the sun’s light as it fell.

      Tomas came to a stop five paces from her.

      She was short. Her head only came to Tomas’ chest, and he wasn’t particularly tall. Her brown hair was pulled back tightly, and he guessed they were of a similar age. A veteran, like him, but on opposite sides. No other way she could wear that badge. Already, he didn’t like her.

      Despite her short size, her presence filled the street. The rifle was slung over her shoulder, but Tomas had the feeling it could be up and pointed at him within a heartbeat. He gave her a deep bow, acknowledging the fact.

      She returned the gesture, but not as deep.

      “Greetings, marshal,” he said.

      “Welcome to Razin,” she replied. “Name’s Angela.”

      “Tomas.”

      “What brings you to Razin, Tomas?”

      He considered a few answers. “A personal matter.”

      She didn’t like that answer. She took in his appearance, noting the sword on his hip. He suspected she was making the same judgments about him he’d made about her. Their pasts were on display, if one knew how to look. Angela clearly did. “We get a fair number of your kind out here. Some are honest, looking for a new start. Others just want to cause trouble. Which are you?”

      “Neither, I think.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Not looking for any trouble, but not much of a believer in new starts, either. Can’t erase the past, no matter how hard some people try.”

      She nodded at that. Relaxed, just a bit. “There’s an inn down the street on your right. Can’t miss it. If you don’t have coin, or are otherwise so inclined, the mission offers free beds.”

      “I’ll check the inn,” Tomas said.

      The hint of a smile on her face spoke volumes about her attitude toward the mission.

      Their meeting over, she made to leave. Tomas stopped her. “I came across the body of a boy yesterday, out in the prairie. He was all alone and had no supplies.”

      Angela grimaced. “Probably looking for Ben’s place.”

      “Ben’s place?”

      “An older man. Little strange. But he offers free shelter and education to children who find their way here.” When she saw the confusion on Tomas’ face, she explained further. “Frontier’s a dangerous place, as I’m sure you know. Doesn’t stop families from trying their luck. In this area, if the parents die, the kids end up at Ben’s. He feeds ‘em and teaches ‘em, and whenever they want, they leave. It’s a kind thing he does, and word has spread. Kids come in from all over, but sometimes, they don’t make it here. Not the first time.”

      She gave Tomas one last look. “No trouble, okay? Razin’s a nice place and I mean to keep it that way. I don’t have much tolerance for any misbehavior, and it’s best not to test my patience. Are we understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Satisfied she’d done her job, Angela turned away and walked down the street. To all the others she met, she exchanged smiles and bows.

      Not many marshals cared enough to meet with visitors as they came into town. Most were just veterans looking for easy money and a bit of power as reward for their service. If trouble came calling, they went running, tails tucked between their legs.

      Tomas didn’t wonder if trouble had settled in Angela’s town despite her efforts. She didn’t seem like she knew anything about the boy, and her assumption was that he’d been running toward Razin.

      But he’d been running away.

      Something was rotten in this town, and Tomas meant to find it.
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      After his encounter with Angela, Tomas decided to lie low for a few hours.

      He wanted to explore Razin further, to get a feel for its streets and its alleys, to understand the ebbs and flows of the place. But after Angela’s interrogation, he found that he had little desire to endure the sideways glances and the well-intentioned questions of passersby curious about the new stranger in town.

      Anonymity was a shield he wasn’t quite ready to relinquish.

      They’d all know him soon enough. Of that, there was little doubt. The town was still too small not to be cognizant of strangers. But it didn’t have to be today.

      The deep rumble in his stomach reminded Tomas that knowledge was not all he sought in Razin. He hadn’t eaten since before meeting the boy in the fields. He walked down the street toward the inn Angela had suggested.

      He bit back a groan when he entered. Although the inn was clean and had plenty of tables, the decor immediately put Tomas on edge. Old, battered swords hung from every wall, and any space not adorned with dull, chipped steel was covered in what appeared to be campaign maps. Tomas stepped toward the nearest one, and sure enough, it was covered with the familiar symbols of troop placement and movement. He was pretty sure he even recognized the battle.

      He’d been there.

      The whole place glorified the war. Some veterans might find a measure of peace among the mementos, but he wasn’t one of them.

      Tomas wondered how many inns Razin had, and wondered if Angela had recommended this over any others. He was just about to turn around and seek out the answers to those questions when a portly man came through the door behind the bar and greeted him warmly. “Well met, stranger, well met!”

      He bowed far too deeply, to the point where it was no longer respect, but a caricature of it. “Welcome to my humble inn. Could it be that you have heard tales of my fine establishment while enduring long hours upon the road?” The man’s eyes settled on Tomas’ sword.

      His grin stretched even wider, a feat that, a minute ago, Tomas would’ve sworn was impossible. “Or perhaps you have heard that it is within these walls that you will find a second home, a place of comfort, and a ready ear to hear all your tales?”

      Tomas flashed a brief smile, only because he wasn’t sure how to respond. Unfortunately, the man took it as some sort of confirmation of his wild guesses.

      “My name is Callum, and it’s a pleasure to meet you. Please, please, join me at the bar and I shall slake your thirst.”

      With words and gestures, Callum pulled Tomas in as surely as if Tomas had gotten caught in a powerful river current. Before Tomas even knew what had happened, he was seated at the bar with a mug of ale in hand.

      When caught in such a current, there was little to do but let it take him where it pleased. He took a sip and let the drink relax him. He eyed the innkeeper. Callum most certainly hadn’t been a soldier. There wasn’t a scar to be found anywhere on his body, nor was there a single callus on his palm. The only blade Callum had ever wielded was a kitchen knife.

      Still, Tomas was here, and it was as good a place as any to sleep. Place looked like it had clean beds, at least. He introduced himself and took a long sip of ale.

      Callum practically bubbled with joy. “It’s a pleasure, yes, it is. A true pleasure to meet you, Tomas. So, tell me, what brings you to our fair corner of the frontier?”

      Tomas drank more as he considered his answer. Admittedly, after a few weeks of travel on the road, the tall stool and tasty ale were true pleasures. He shrugged. “Been wandering the last few years, traveling from town to town.”

      “Looking for work, or a place to settle?”

      “Maybe? What kind of work is available in these parts?”

      Callum looked as though he’d been waiting for Tomas to ask just that question. “Oh, you’ll find a lot of the same work here that you’ll find anywhere else. If you can build, there’s always need for those who can help with new construction. Razin is growing, and no one can build fast enough. Otherwise, if you’re just looking for some honest labor, there are several farms and ranches surrounding the town that are often eager for help.”

      Then Callum leaned forward and whispered, as if afraid of being overheard in an otherwise empty room. “Of course, I get the feeling that you’re a man who knows his way around that sword, and if so, there’s far more lucrative work to be had.”

      Tomas suppressed his laughter as he also leaned forward. He spoke low. “What kind of work are we talking about?”

      Callum’s eyes glittered. “One of the reasons this town is growing so fast is because many of the trading caravans are using Razin as a hub. There is a need for warriors to guard them on their journeys. It’s usually easy work and pays well.”

      An interesting tidbit of information, but hardly what Tomas had hoped to learn. Still, he figured he might as well play the scene out. “And you know how to get in touch with these people?”

      Of course, Callum did.

      Tomas understood this inn better now. Callum was a recruiter, catching the wandering warriors to serve as guards for the traders. Tomas had no problem with the arrangement. If anything, it raised his esteem for Callum a little higher. Too many of his brothers and sisters struggled to find work after the war. Given Callum’s behavior, Tomas had little doubt some of the caravans were less legal than others, but what did he care? Work was work, and out here, the law wasn’t much more than a nice idea.

      Callum and Tomas were just finishing their conversation when the front door of the inn opened. Two men stepped in, loud and perhaps already a little drunk. They were soldiers, or at least, they had been once. They possessed all the signs Callum lacked.

      “Callum!” the men yelled in unison. The innkeeper smiled, waved, and provided introductions all around. Tomas was surrounded. The two men seemed overjoyed to meet another veteran, and the questions came quickly. Tomas answered them as politely as he could, but extricated himself by the time the third pitcher of ale found its way before him.

      He wanted a clear head, and he had no desire for these men’s company. It wasn’t that he disliked them. They seemed kind enough, if perhaps a little rough on the edges. But he didn’t like reminiscing about times long past. He thought about them too often already.

      When he got to the room Callum had given him, Elzeth asked, “You fine?”

      “Will be,” he replied. He stepped inside his room, locked the door behind him, and opened the window. He went to the bed and lay down. There was time for a quick rest. Once night fell, his hunt would begin.
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      Elzeth woke Tomas up several hours later. Tolkin rose high in the sky, and it looked as though it wouldn’t be long before Shen joined it. The room was dark and quiet.

      “Any visitors?” He suspected the answer was no. Elzeth would have woken him up, had anyone neared.

      “None. I don’t think any of them have even gone to sleep yet.”

      Tomas stood and went to the window. The streets were empty. From underneath the floorboards he heard the sounds of rumbling laughter. Callum and the others seemed to be enjoying themselves, and it sounded as though they had found more company.

      Tomas didn’t want to walk back through that field of battle, so he climbed out the window and dropped to the alley below. With Elzeth’s help, he landed softly. He glanced both ways to make sure he hadn’t been seen.

      The alley remained quiet.

      Tomas began his hunt, not quite sure what clues he was searching for. He wanted to find his target quickly, but didn’t know how well he was hidden.

      His arrival would light the fuse on an elaborate game of cat and mouse. He was almost certain the man he sought was here. That information had been the most expensive purchase of his life. He didn’t think the man would run if he knew Tomas was here, but it was possible.

      Thus, it was best to find the man before word spread of his arrival. Probably a difficult task considering word spread quick through towns like this.

      “What does a retired inquisitor even do?” Elzeth asked.

      “Their skills aren’t exactly suited for most jobs,” Tomas answered.

      Elzeth didn’t miss Tomas’ implication. “You think he went to work for the Family?”

      “I hope not, but it’s possible.”

      Tomas felt Elzeth’s discontent. The sting of betrayal, of a slim dagger twisted in the back. When Elzeth spoke again, anger burned in every word. “For his sake, that better not be true.”

      Tomas could do little but nod. In this, there was no argument between them.

      Ideally, they’d stumble across the man tonight, but realistically, Tomas expected to accomplish little more than just learn more about Razin. In the last town he’d spent any amount of time in, his lack of knowledge about the place had almost gotten him killed. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      He wandered, committing the layout of the streets to memory. That task, at least, was simple enough. Razin was almost a perfect grid. He memorized other details, too. Places where he might access the rooftops. Dark corners. Alleys that were blocked by crates. He didn’t want to fight here, but if a battle found him, he’d be prepared.

      At this time of night, the streets were mostly empty. More than Tomas expected. Towns on the frontier were way stations for travelers of all stripes. As such, they were typically more active in the evenings than a city dweller from the east would expect. Here, though, the noise was contained to a few specific establishments. Almost like a bigger city. Keep the potential problems contained so the rest of the town could sleep easily.

      He was impressed. For a moment he dared to ask himself what it would be like to settle here.

      He couldn’t quite convince himself.

      He passed the stalls where trading caravans could set up shop. Any place that served as a center for trade would soon have a rail station, and with the station a whole host of problems. Tomas liked the feeling of the town tonight, but this was no place for him to settle.

      More and more, he wondered if anyplace was.

      He was so lost in his own thoughts that he allowed himself to be spotted by one of the only other people out and about. The man in question walked alone, a sword on his hip. As soon as he saw Tomas, he approached.

      It didn’t take long for the deputy’s badge to reflect Tolkin’s red light.

      There was too much law in this town.

      Tomas indulged his imagination for a moment and fantasized about running away and evading the clueless deputy. Unfortunately, it would serve no purpose. He had no doubt he could escape the deputy, but then he would have Angela looking for him when the sun rose the next morning. He braced himself for more questions.

      They met in the center of the street, no more than three paces apart, too close for Tomas’ liking.

      The deputy was young. He barely seemed old enough to carry a sword. He introduced himself as Veric. “What business do you have being out at this hour?” the deputy asked.

      The people in Razin were all far too curious. “My own.”

      It was the wrong answer. He knew it had been.

      Veric’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. “We don’t tolerate troublemakers in this town,” he growled. The young man had been spoiling for a fight, and Tomas had given him just the excuse he needed.

      Tomas took a lazy step forward but kept his hands away from his own sword.

      Veric’s eyes widened. Probably wasn’t used to people stepping toward him after being threatened. His gaze met Tomas’, and Tomas let the deputy see the utter lack of fear in his own eyes. Veric took a step back before he consciously realized what was happening.
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