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I shouldn’t have been out on the cobblestones that day, walking among the Nishi’iti people, soiling my shoes with slop and excrement, mixed with melting snow. I risked being recognized.

Risked everything.

No longer the son of a fisherman, I’d become the Chargh Lai—head of the Denari Lai, the world’s most feared order of assassins. An order from me could kill kings and topple empires. So, I should have delegated the task of recruiting to my apprentice, Dolan, but I’d sent him away on a crucial mission. So, there I was, shivering in my beggars’ rags, making my way through the citizens of Tabi ge Nishi—The City of God—like anyone else.

And it’s a good thing I was, for a less skilled man might have missed the filthy boy slipping from rooftop to ice-coated rooftop, sure-footed as a bearded goat and nimble as an alley cat.

I started out after him, keeping to shadows and doorways, eaves and corners, all-the-while keeping the boy in my peripheral vision. I couldn’t have blamed another for overlooking him. Dressed in rags and thin as a dirk, the boy had tied his midnight hair in a ponytail and looked like he hadn’t bathed in months. I guessed his age to be twelve, thirteen at most. Just another gutter-pup.

But for all his blandness, the boy stood out to me like a diamond in a bucket of coal, perfection amid mere usefulness. The way he moved, fluid and feline, captured my attention and held it firm.

He went from the merchant’s quarter onto Baker’s Row, and I followed, mouthwatering at the scents of baking bread, fresh dough, and of course, Nishi’iti Snow Spice.

That moment’s distraction was all it took for me to lose the boy. I kicked myself, knowing I would atone for this lapse later. Nishi would be displeased with me, but for now, I had to focus.

The boy.

Ducking into a dark alley, I closed my eyes and concentrated. Some would call Nishi’s power “magic,” but that’s not entirely accurate. Magic is a man-made thing, a lie concocted by charlatans and hawkers in the back alleys of cities everywhere. It comes in many forms, but its results are the same: it destroys the user.

God’s power, Nishi’s “magic,” is different, a gift from Nishi himself to those worthy of wielding it. It sustains them, gives them power they wouldn’t otherwise have, and its only demand in return: absolute devotion from the wielder. Any attempt to break away resulted in madness or a long, agonizing death.

Looking inward, I found God’s gift in my center, where my body, mind, and soul came together. It glowed like a tiny moon inside me, waiting. I channeled the smallest possible dose of Nishi’s magic, but it raced through me like wildfire, making me gasp and arch my back.
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