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      On the first evening of my last job, I stared at my cracked ceiling and wondered how it had come to this.

      It was chilly thinking, wrapped in my last blanket on the thin mat that was my final furnishing, and with the cool night air finding its way through the many openings in the walls. The room was growing dark with dusk, and all the lamps, candles, and pyrkin — the glowing fungus-like plant that people often smeared on the walls for light — had gone with the rest of my worldly possessions.

      All I owned was on my person: a wine-red fez, a sky-blue vest, a fine, white silk tunic, and a worn pair of trousers. Secreted within my trousers' pocket was my obsidian shard, one of the secrets to my success, and the one thing I'd never sell.

      Apparently, all the rest was dispensable.

      I sighed and stretched, but there was little point in trying to find a more comfortable position. Soon I'd be away, off to meet the only fools in Erimis, capital of the Avvadin Imperium, who would risk hiring me. My luck that they were rich fools.

      But with foolish men came foolish ideas, and I feared to hear why Bazaad wanted my particular skills. Vault-breaking was hardly an innocuous profession. And the vault-breaking I performed often crossed people of the highest stations.

      But my more immediate concern was the people I'd already crossed. My debts to them were so deep I didn't know why I bothered trying to climb out. Here in my quarters, it'd be easy to find me — the Underguild had more than enough resources to sniff me out wherever I hid. My only chance was to try to pay my debts and hope they didn't want to collect before I finished the job.

      How had it come to this — as if I didn't already know. The gambling and the drinking had done their part, but it’d been the peacock that had finally done me in.

      I'd broken into a wealthy pasha's manor and slipped away with his wife's box of jewels. I'd infiltrated a silk merchant's shop even when the Tefra, elite priests who could channel the power of Valem, had set jinn to guard the place. I'd traversed all over Obsidian Heights, the richest district of Erimis, infiltrating the best-guarded manors.

      Yet all it had taken was one corpulent bird for my career to come crashing down.

      My pitying thoughts were interrupted by a subtle shift in the air. It wasn't a sound or sight, but an intuition, and one I knew to trust. Rising quickly, I peered between the slats of my shuttered window at the courtyard outside. Nothing. Still, I backed away and kept out of sight. Whether I saw them or not, I knew there was someone out there, and I had no doubt who it was.

      The Guilders had come for their silver.

      My quarters, leased from a landlord with little tolerance for mischief, had no ready escape routes, but I'd been in enough tight spots to know my way around. Staying out of sight, I slunk over to the far end of the room where a high window awaited me. Once, a table had assisted me in getting up to it. Now, I had to do it the way I did all of my impossible feats for vault-breaking: using a gift — or curse — that I wasn't supposed to have, and for which I would pay the red price if it were discovered.

      Closing my eyes and centering myself, I coaxed my connection to the Underneath, the world ruled by the Molten God Valem, back into flame. Anxiety fueled and propelled the process, and in moments, lines of heat were spreading from my gut, the central point of my connection, throughout my body until they pressed at my fingertips and toes.

      I had seven shifts, which meant I had the potential to be relatively powerful among the Branded, those who could channel Valem's power. I'd never been able to learn much about my Branding other than what was commonly known: that Valem, or one of his great spirits, had formed in me a connection with that other world that allowed me to draw on its power. Why Valem had chosen me, I hadn’t the slightest clue. But I'd always figured that, since I had it, I might as well put it to good use.

      Channeling energy to my feet, I expelled it as force and leaped the ten feet up to the window. Grabbing hold of the windowsill, I hung on with one hand while the other worked the shutters off. It was no mean feat, especially while trying to be quiet, but I managed. Prying it off, I dropped back to the floor and placed it gently down so it wouldn't clatter. Then it was back up to the window, this time to slip through and haul myself onto the flat rooftop.

      Once I was hidden behind the small lip running around the roof's edge, I risked glancing down. No one on the far side of the tenement. I slipped to the part of the roof facing the courtyard and looked again. A man edged along a wall three stories down, scanning around him. Had I been in my quarters, it would have been impossible to see him coming. These Guilders were no amateurs.

      I silently crept along the roof toward the entrance to my quarters. My door went out to an alcove at the top of the stairs, so I'd be able to hear if they approached that way. I only had to wait a few minutes before my patience was rewarded with the first visitor.

      For being an agent of the night, his steps clomped up the stairs like the giant white-skinned elephants rumored to live to the south. I heard him rap on my door.

      "Talan!" the Guilder shouted in. "Talan Wraithsbane!"

      I cringed at the name. Though I was sure no one knew just how accurate 'Wraithsbane' was, all traders of debauchery in Erimis knew the man who didn't fear to walk the streets at night in defiance of the Silks that patrolled them. Still, it was a bit dramatic, even for my tastes.

      "We both know why I'm here. Have you the silver or not?" the Guilder demanded.

      Silence. I wondered how they'd enter. Break down the door and try to detain me in a show of force? Come in through the windows and take me by stealth? And my punishment — would it be the usual severing of fingers or hands, or were my substantial debts enough to warrant a more stringent penalty? Let it be the latter, I thought; better death than losing my fingers. A Branded vault-breaker without fingers was no more than a beggar.

      At the entrance, I heard whispered commands. By stealth then — I should have assumed as much. I listened to their boots shuffling along the landing below, then scraping against the side of the building. But did I detect some of the scrambling coming closer⁠—?

      His head appeared over the lip, and with his Guilder training, he spotted me in moments, his lips pulling back in a snarl.

      I kicked the man in the nose, sending him tumbling backward. A moment later, his yell cut off as he hit the landing below. Barely a story down, he had probably survived the fall.

      I ignored my souring stomach and the shouts of alarm below as I planned my next move. There was no use in fighting all the Guilders. To overcome them, I would be forced to use Valem's power in blatant ways, and likely someone in the building would bear witness to it. That would bring people down on me even more dangerous than the Underguild. There was only one option: I had to flee.

      Still moving at a crouch, I looked at the next building over. A small street ran between, and the distance had to be twenty cubits across. If I channeled a burst of force, I could make it. Probably. Feeling inward, I kindled my inner fire back to life and braced my legs for the jump.

      I heard a scrape behind me and dove to one side. Just in time — a knife clinked against the roof, sending chips of clay flying about me.

      Gaining my feet and looking back, I saw the Guilder who had thrown the knife charging. Now or never. I hopped onto the lip of the roof, and before I could doubt myself, I channeled and leaped.

      For a moment, I hung in the air, weightless and untethered, almost like I was flying. Then I reached the top of my arc and began to fall, and wished I'd flown a little longer. The opposite roof was close, but not close enough.

      I wasn't going to make it.

      I flailed for a handhold, but missed the lip of the roof, then the window beneath it. Channeling force, I desperately scrabbled at the side of the building, trying to find a purchase to slow my descent. I was halfway down the building before my fingers crashed into a small lip between the first and second stories. Strengthened with Valem's power, I broke through it, but my momentum had slowed enough that when I landed on my feet moments later, the impact didn't leave me crippled.

      I didn't look around to see if my pursuers followed, but limped away as fast as I could, heading for my clandestine meeting, and hoping it came soon enough.
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      Dusty and sweaty, I hurried through the streets as the last of the sunlight faded. The Underguild had agents all over Erimis, and there was no telling where they might be hiding. Yet if they watched, they did not intervene, for I made it to the street corner where I was to meet my contact without anyone stopping me.

      My contact was easy to identify among the last of the rabble packing up their stands. An agha of noble birth and standing, he wore rich red robes and had a thick peppered beard. But it was his countenance of disapproval that truly gave him away. Bazaad was not a fellow easily impressed, a fact I'd quickly found out when a former friend of a former friend put us in contact.

      He caught sight of me as I approached, his expression souring as he took in my appearance. I'd acquired a new rip in my trousers from my fall, and dust layered my clothes. My fez tilted wildly off my long, messy hair. I fixed the hat at least. This was my last chance, after all.

      "Talan," Bazaad said with the slightest bow that politeness would allow.

      "Bazaad." I made mine deeper. It was appropriate for his rank, but I thought he knew the mockery I infused into it from his sharp look.

      "You're late." His eyes wandered over me, as if to say he suspected why I had been tardy.

      I gestured us onward. "Best not to delay then. We both know we can’t linger."

      The agha relented and began leading us down the street in the opposite direction I’d indicated. "Perhaps so. Unless the rumors are true, and the night holds no threat for you." He glanced at me from under his bushy eyebrows. "Wraithsbane."

      I hid my grimace. "True enough," I said lightly. "But not all my companions are so fearless."

      Bazaad raised an eyebrow, but he said nothing. I resolved to keep my tongue on a tighter leash, though I doubted I’d manage it.

      I followed my companion down two more turns, then into a moldy alley. The red afterglow of the sun illuminated a roof full of feathers, hollow bones, and too-intelligent tongues that sat atop the house we'd arrived at. Parrots — apparently, my new employer had a fondness for feeding the birds that infested Erimis. One of the avian shingles cawed at us as we skirted past the front entrance to a back door. Another parrot called, "Rah! Where's the pita? Where's the pita?"

      I stared, wondering if this was what passed for discreet among these men who sought to hire me. This was a last-ditch job for fools, and no mistake. I couldn’t help a rueful grin. I’d come to the right place.

      "Talan." Bazaad directed his substantial belly at me. "There is one other matter. It might be best not to mention the, ah, peacock. You are good at what you do from what I’ve heard, and they are not to think otherwise."

      I bristled. That damn peacock again. "I am good at what I do."

      "You are good at what you do," the agha sighed. "Valem help us all."

      Letting it go, I waited as Bazaad knocked in a specific sequence. A moment later, a call-window slid open, and a pair of full, nut-brown eyes behind round spectacles peered out, escorted by the plucks of an ouk and a cloud of smoke.

      "Sweet Mother below!" the glasses and eyes exclaimed. "Pour the port — Bazaad’s back, and he’s brought the boy!"

      Wondering why twenty-six wasn’t sufficient to escape being called ‘boy,’ I allowed Bazaad to usher me through the door into a bright, homey room. The smell of sweet smoke and sickly-sweet alcohol just added to the comfort, as did the various bottles of wine and spirits on a crooked wooden table. Around it were seated three men, all with cup and pipe in hand and staring at me. In the corner was the source of the strained music: a woman cradling the string-and-wood ouk as if it were her babe.

      "Wraithsbane — Talan Wraithsbane, isn't that right?" The doorkeeper turned out to be quite a little man, and nearly as wide as he was tall. His belly put Bazaad's own to shame, proportionally speaking, and the rest of his features were nearly as plump.

      "That depends on what’s said about him," I said with an obligatory smile.

      "Only the best! Our agha has nothing but golden words for you, dear boy, and the only gold typically in his mouth are his teeth. Welcome, welcome!" He bowed so vigorously that I was afraid he might topple over.

      "Talan, this is Semih," Bazaad said. "My apologies, but we use no family names in the Firewater Den. Just know him as our gracious host."

      "Speak nothing of it," Semih said with a pleased smile, waving a hand before his face. "The aloe is made to soothe the burn, as they say. I am your servant quite by compulsion of my conscience!"

      Bazaad ignored him and moved me on to the table. "Comrades, may I present Talan, our honored guest this evening."

      The men at the table stood to bow and shake hands. Quicker than the rest was a stolid-looking fellow, a man my senior by no more than a decade, who eclipsed my height and doubled my shoulders' width. His splotchy complexion and bloodshot eyes suggested a stringent habit of imbibing potent liquors.

      "Wraithsbane," he said gruffly as we shook, then clapped me on the shoulder with his shame-hand and gave it a painful squeeze. I wasn’t sure if I was to take it as a surprising display of intimacy or aggression, so I dodged with a smile. "The name’s Erkan," the man continued. "Some of your exploits would make my wife’s ears bleed, and I owe you a drink if even half are true."

      "For your wife’s sake, let’s hope not," I said with another small smile.

      The next man was even taller than Erkan, though his bent back disguised it. As he gripped my hand, I could almost feel every tendon and bone in his. For his worn-down manner, he struck me as young for these old-timers, with bright, moist eyes, a chin nearly unblemished by a beard, and thin, black hair cascading from beneath a tall fur hat.

      "Lovely," he said in a soft, almost lyrical voice.

      I plastered a smile on, even as he continued holding my hand. "Well met. And what was your name?"

      "Cemal."

      Funny — he looked like a camel.

      He glanced at my hand, then back at my face, and mumbled something I couldn’t quite catch.

      "Sorry?"

      Cemal leaned closer. "Flames burn deep within you," he murmured.

      My hand felt as if it had been stung, and I quickly extricated it from his long fingers. "No deeper than the rest of Valem’s subjugated," I said, smiling over the unease stirring in my stomach. I’d worked hard to cull information about my Branding. If I wasn’t outright killed upon being discovered, I had no doubt I’d be forced to become one of the Tefra, my face scarred by fire and hidden by a jade mask.

      This Cemal couldn’t know of my Branding, I was sure of it. Perhaps it was just an oddly timed recitation of poetry. But if he was attuned to Brandings, I hoped he would keep it to himself.

      Moving on quickly, I approached the final man. He was a short and slight fellow, with an oddly bent ear peeking out from beneath an ocean-blue fez. From the sly smile and knowing look in his eyes, you might have thought we were long-time accomplices. But with his broad, misshapen mouth and pitted skin, such a face would be burned in my mind.

      "Haluk," he said. "I have heard so much about you, yet you remain to me an…" He winked. "An enigma. I must ask: is it true what you did in Pasha Zulfikar’s manor?"

      "You might not believe me, but snipping his wife’s robes the first time was the simple part. It was the four times after that became tricky."

      Haluk shook his head and turned away, that knowing smile still playing across his lips while he tugged at his bent ear.

      "Well, if that's done with…" Bazaad impatiently ushered me to the table.

      "Please, Efendi Wraithsbane, let me pour you something!" Semih exclaimed as I sat. "Our hot summer days leave parched throats, they do indeed. What may I serve you?"

      I was near salivating at the prospect of spirits, a too-rare treat in the officially dry Imperium. "Surprise me. Perhaps something with a shake of sweet to start and a hint of zest to finish."

      "We are of one mind!" Semih cried, and began shuffling through the bottles.

      "Not that one!" Erkan bellowed as Semih reached for one bottle. "He said ‘zest and sweet,’ not ‘take my burned tongue off’! Try that new Oedijan import — no, no, the green bottle, you ash-headed twit!"

      "That would, perhaps, do," Haluk said mildly, "but you might try an orange rum."

      "He might," Erkan said as he loomed over him, "but he might be looking for something to mix things up. Eh, Wraithsbane?"

      "It's been so long since I've had a proper drink, I've probably lost any discernment. Either will have my unending thanks."

      But Semih, hovering between the two recommendations, couldn't make a decision — so Erkan made it for him, snatching the green bottle and pouring it into my glass. "So we don't wait 'til ashes blow over us all," he muttered. "Now, can we get this damn thing started?"

      "Nonsense!" Semih said, recovered from Erkan’s slight. "You mustn’t rush business, Efendi Erkan, no indeed. You would pass up all the things worth knowing!"

      Haluk leaned forward with curled lips. "I have many things worth knowing. I suppose you haven’t heard of our Grand Vizier’s peacock?"

      I sputtered my wine, only half on purpose, but it didn’t divert the conversation. Cemal nodded with what passed for eagerness and said softly, "It fluttered from the window, a candle dancing in the wind."

      "It was burning pushed out, you mean," Erkan declared.

      "Ah, indeed," Haluk said with an uplifted finger, "but by who?"

      All the blood in my body rushed to my head, but Bazaad swooped in to rescue me. "Do not discuss such groundless rumors," he scolded them. "It is unseemly of people of our station."

      Erkan held up his cup and glared at him. "And this is seemly? We’re beyond manners here, Bazaad."

      Haluk, looking displeased that his moment of revelation was being stolen, tried again. "But who would do such a thing to our Grand Vizier’s beloved pet?"

      He can’t know, I told myself, but that sly smile of his persisted. I needed this money to survive the span. But just when my silver tongue needed to earn its keep, it lay limp in my mouth.

      "Who indeed?" Semih obliged his companion, leaning forward.

      The small man met our eyes, then leaned forward himself. "It is said a Silk drove it out."

      "A Silk?" Erkan snorted. "That’s the most ash-burnt thing I’ve heard yet. You think a jinni gives a caw about a bird?"

      "Then how," Haluk retorted, "did the creature fly from the window, and only the coral clothes of a Silk were visible? Or, I suppose, men fly like birds?"

      Cemal, looking pained with the need to speak, finally blurted, "But the Harem saw!"

      "Saw what?" Erkan demanded, pouring something amber into his cup. "Speak your damned mind, Cemal, it won't burning kill you."

      Haluk looked as eager to hear what Cemal had to say, though he tried to hide it behind another smile, while Bazaad watched the proceedings with a shepherd’s fond and resigned expression. I suppressed a sigh and watched with him.

      "A man," Cemal said, eyes wide. "Descending from a rope, in the robes of those who are kept behind."

      "A Silk’s robes," Haluk said thoughtfully. "I suppose that makes sense."

      "How does that make sense?" Erkan spat. "Where would he get them? It's not like people go around stealing Silks' clothes — more likely his own skin would be torn off." As tough as he acted, the man shivered visibly at the thought.

      The others looked stricken as well. I would have laughed had they not been discussing my recent shame.

      Semih recovered first. "A Tefra would have access to them," he piped up.

      This rallied Erkan. "Of course they would — but what would a burning Tefra do running around the Grand Vizier’s quarters, throwing peacocks out windows, then parading about the Harem’s chambers? That’d be his head, yoking Silks for the Prophet King or not."

      The Tefra — another one of my favorite topics to discuss. I swallowed the rest of the wine down and stood. No man deserved this kind of torture, but especially not when he was riding the gentle waves of intoxication for the first time in weeks. "I fawn over rumors as much as the next washerwoman, but I'd appreciate if we could get back on track here."

      Bazaad pulled at his pipe and slowly exhaled. "Yes, let us. I have informed Talan of our task’s basic premise, but the details remain to be divulged."

      "Don’t blame you," Erkan snorted. "Trap him here so he can’t get away when he hears." He took yet another hearty swig.

      Bazaad turned the whole of his agha-importance on the man now. "Erkan, you had best shut that flapping curtain you call a mouth, or we shan’t have ourselves the best vault-breaker to ever walk this city. Is that what you want?"

      "Fine then," Erkan muttered, staring into his wine. "Tell him your burning idea already."

      "And what idea would that be?" I pressed.

      The agha’s gaze returned to me, considering.

      "Better give him a refill first," Erkan blared again, apparently not chastised into complete silence. Semih rushed to comply with the green bottle. My head buzzing pleasantly, I nodded my gratitude to the host, and he beamed in return.

      Bazaad cleared his throat, looking at everyone before his gaze settled back on me. "You have heard of the Mausoleum of Glass?"

      I was taken aback. "Agha, I break into guarded places. How would I not know of the most perilous of the Imperium's treasuries?"

      "Just so. Though ‘treasury' is a curious term to assign it. It did not start that way if the tales tell true — Aasjuqal built it as a temple to our Molten Lord. It was thought that, if such a worshipful place were close to his fiery roots, those who dared to tempt fate would gain Valem's respect and be rewarded with terrible power. That was when he was more active, of course, and a Lament occurred every other year. But when malevolent jinn drove out or killed the last of the zealots, Ayberk Kahin-Shah fitted it for this other purpose."

      Bazaad frowned and shook his head. "In any case," he continued, "it happens that a possession was taken away from our forebears some decades ago, during the first of the Purity Purges. Nehir’s Chalice, it is now called."

      "Then I suppose you’ll tell him the story," Erkan muttered.

      Bazaad glared at him. "Perhaps I shall, Erkan, if it is not too much bother for you." He turned back to me. "It is named after the enchantress who made it and died by it. Whether she deserved that punishment, no one can say; yet her king had been murdered by it and someone had to take the blame."

      "A cursed cup. I fail to see how that serves your purposes." Or, indeed, what their use for it could be.

      Bazaad raised an eyebrow. "You know our reputation as suppliers of spirits?"

      "Of course. But I assume there’s more to it if I’m breaking into an Imperial vault."

      "Astute as ever, Talan. The liquor business is only the veneer of our operations, and the means by which we fund our true goals."

      He paused, and studied me for a long moment, like a bear eyeing its next meal. "Do you love the Avvadin Imperium, Talan?"

      "I can’t say I’ve ever harbored warm feelings for it."

      "I thought not. But I wished to ensure it, for we…" Bazaad looked around at the others, and received nods of confirmation in return, then looked back at me. "We seek to overthrow the Prophet King’s regime. For good."

      I liked this plan better all the time. "Overthrow the Imperium. Sounds very reasonable and attainable." I had to swallow down the panicked laughter threatening to bubble up. "But I'm a bit unclear as to how a cup will help that."

      "Nehir’s Chalice," Bazaad corrected severely. "But yes, we are meandering off the point." He cleared his throat. "Recently, I was informed that the artifact is kept in the Mausoleum."

      "In the Vacant City, then." That was the heart of the Mausoleum. Not only did Aasjuqal, our Imperium's founder, see it fit to build the pyramidic temple out of black granite and volcanic glass from the side of Valem, but he carved out a cluster of empty buildings inside of it, supposedly to house his enslaved jinn. Silks were its only occupants, floating between the piles of gilded whips, jeweled underwraps, and other nonsense that the titled rich and religious elite, the Foremost, concocted.

      "Quite so," Haluk said, giving me another knowing smile.

      "And what exactly is this Chalice?" I inquired. "I mean, two people died from it. Is it laced with poison?"

      Bazaad frowned, Erkan snorted, Haluk smirked, Semih wiped at his forehead with a handkerchief of silk. All smoked in ouk-stricken silence — all except for Cemal, who peered at me with wide, watery eyes, seeming more like his namesake animal all the time. "A poisoned cup, yes," he said, wrapping his fingers as if around an invisible version of it. "But also a panacea."

      I tried to keep my face smooth. "I’m afraid I don’t quite understand." How anyone could understand the man was beyond me.

      But I understood one thing: It was a cup that I was about to risk my life for. A Valem-seared, damnable cup. It was at that moment that I realized just how far I’d fallen this past week, and all from one peacock. Mostly.

      I turned to Bazaad. "Tell me there’s more, or I won’t need this drink for my head to spin."

      Erkan leaned forward with a smile that looked savage among these respectable, plotting drunks. "Didn’t I tell you!" he said, gesticulating wildly with his shame-hand, the other too busy nursing his goblet. "He’s going to run! And can you blame him?"

      "But — ah, Erkan," Semih stumbled. "Was it not your idea⁠—?"

      "A jest, I said it in jest! Can’t you ash-filled dunces understand a simple jest?" He slammed a hand down on the table, rattling the bottles and making Cemal jump.

      "Quiet," Bazaad demanded. His eyes hadn’t left me. "Let me explain, Talan. This cup — it is no ordinary cup."

      "I would never dream to claim that. I’m sure sentimentality counts for much. The lives of six men, apparently."

      "It has certain properties," the agha continued stubbornly. "Properties that are useful to our cause."

      "Copper pays the way, as they say."

      "For one burned moment, will you listen to me?"

      My mouth may not know when to quit flapping, but my ears had more sense. I shut up and listened.

      Bazaad harrumphed. "It is said never to run dry of liquors."

      "Our cause will spread," Haluk said sagely.

      "We’ll fill the streets with drunks," Erkan snorted.

      Cemal nodded solemnly.

      I was speechless — but only for a moment. "You… really believe that's true." I looked to the ouk player for confirmation of their madness, but she placidly played on, her fingers never faltering in their plucking.

      "Why not?" Haluk objected. "Do we not have eternal flames in the temples? And spirits clad in mortal coil? And the wonder of the Thunder Below Our Feet?" He smiled, and this time it came off as the condescension of a zealot.

      We also had Branded like me leeching off of the Underearth’s power, since we were naming wonders of the world. But that was a far cry from a magical fountain of spirits. "If it is some unending font of sots," I hedged, "what does that do for you?"

      Bazaad leaned forward. "Talan, ask yourself: what is the worst the Prophet King has done to us?"

      I didn’t have to think long to come up with a few answers. "Conquering dozens of independent peoples and slaughtering any who oppose? Forbidding all religions other than the worship of Valem? Enslaving the spirits of any who dare to rebel into Silks?"

      He shook his head. "No, Talan. These are terrible, indeed they are. But to rob a man of doing what he wants with his own body? That is the worst crime of all."

      "Ah." I drained the rest of my wine in silence, suddenly realizing how matters stood. I was learning a valuable lesson that I already should have known: You can’t reason with madmen, and least of all drunk ones.

      Bazaad sat back, satisfied, as if I’d confirmed his assertion. "We will have pimars of gold and silver to spare. And once they discover they can have the comfort of liquor for free, they will flock to our front, never fear. Men are inebriated on noble causes."

      Letting go of all resistance, I held out my cup. "Fine. A chalice of an unrequited intoxication — surely worth risking death for."

      "He understands!" Semih said happily, clapping Erkan on the shoulder, though he quickly flinched back at his glare.

      "Good," Bazaad said. "Now, what say you, Talan? Are you our man?"

      Everyone stopped for a moment, even the ouk player, though she just had an itch on her nose. Semih, nervously bustling as he always seemed to be, stopped midway through filling my glass.

      "Well now," I hedged. "Some of the finer points of this job could be clarified first."

      "Of course," Bazaad said quickly. Even he seemed nervous that I might decline, despite knowing my predicament. "What would you like to know?"

      The mind boggled at all the things I wanted to know, but I knew an understanding of the turns my life had just taken was too great of a wish. "First off," I started, "do you have any leads into the Mausoleum?"

      "A simple answer!" Semih chirped with an uplifted finger. "Essentially, no. But this is your expertise, is it not, Efendi Wraithsbane?"

      I wanted to tear at my hair in frustration. "It is indeed," I said graciously. "And I shall provide marvelously for it, never fear. But are there, say, any other assets I should be aware of?"

      "Ah," Haluk said, leaning forward. "But we have not yet mentioned your… accomplices."

      My mind started going through my former acquaintances, wondering who they’d possibly gotten to agree to this foolhardy mission. Parrot? Muckdeck? Irontoe? "I’m utterly mystified. Might you illuminate me?"

      Haluk smiled slightly, but before he could speak, Erkan stole his thunder once again. "It’s us three, or couldn’t you tell we’re burning thieves from the look of us?" He punctuated the statement with a bitter laugh.

      I hadn’t thought my stomach could sink lower. "Ah. Which three, exactly?"

      Cemal pointed — first at himself, then Erkan, and last at Haluk.

      "I’m sorry," Semih rushed to say, "but Bazaad and I are much too recognizable to manage such antics. We’d be more hindrance than help, I fear."

      And this triad of sops was supposed to be better? I smiled all the wider. "You are too kind. Three companions are far more than I could have hoped for."

      Haluk leaned back, looking pleased, while Erkan squinted suspiciously at me. Bazaad seemed to catch my mood, but he didn’t speak.

      Even still, I could tell my response had been less than they’d hoped for. Burn it all — if it was my last opportunity, I might as well make the most of it. I grabbed the orange rum I’d been eyeing all night, filled my cup, and raised it.

      "You asked me if I’m your man. If I’ll agree to lead you to a wellspring of middling sweetness and a lifetime of misremembered nights. To joy unrelenting and unceasing, and happiness in every drop. What can a man say, but to damn those who stand between him and his friends' prize?" I shook my cup for emphasis, sloshing a bit of the rum onto my hand, but I didn’t let that slow me. "I say yes! Let us steal back your chalice, and let the Imperium rot from its very core!"

      The cheer was pathetic at best, but the rum was reassuring as it burned down my throat. When I looked back up, I saw why they were so silent. To a man, they were draining their glasses.

      How could I have doubted they were my kind of lowlifes?
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      As the evening dragged on and the talk turned back to peacocks splattered in the Obsidian Palace courtyard, even the drink wasn’t worth staying for. I pushed to my feet, only just managing to keep upright. "Well, good efendi," I said as coherently as I could, "this has made for a very pleashant — ah, pleasant evening, thanks to you all. I hope to bring you many more shoon — soon."

      The rest stood up as abruptly and unsteadily. "What?" Erkan exclaimed. "You’re leaving?"

      "Quite," I said with a debonair air. "Why, is that a problem?"

      "He loves to show off, our Wraithsbane," Bazaad said with lowered eyebrows. "That he does not fear to tread where other men dare not. As long as you bring that confidence to the Mausoleum, Talan, and do not get yourself killed before then, I admire the quality."

      "You have my assurances, Bazaad — I’ll wait until your hallowed job is through to let death take me."

      As I exchanged bows and handshakes all around again, Bazaad said, "We do not usually meet more than once a week, but such an occasion can shift our routine, I am sure. When would suit you best, Talan?"

      "That depends. Will there be more of this at our next meeting?" I gestured to the bottles scattered across the table.

      "Of course!" Semih cried. "We wouldn’t be the Firewater Den without them!"

      "In that case, I’ll have a preliminary plan by tomorrow evening."

      "Good." Bazaad ushered me to the door, blocking the others from following with his great frame, and we escaped outside. When the cool evening air and three moons' light settled over our shoulders, the agha shivered and looked about nervously. I almost laughed to see such an important man unsettled. Aghas, after all, could have conferences with the Kahin-Shah himself if need commanded it.

      "Never fear," I said. "They won’t come where I am."

      "I do hope so," he muttered. But he shook it off admirably fast for one still vulnerable. "But you have questions, I’m sure."

      "Maybe a few. Say, one for each of my alleged accomplices."

      Bazaad sighed. "Yes, there is that bit of trouble. I am not sure you could dissuade them even if they will be a hindrance, so you had best use them any way you can."

      "But why?" I insisted. "Who in their right mind wants to do the task before me?" At a look from Bazaad, I amended, "Anyone who isn’t a fabulously renowned breaker, that is."

      "They each have their reasons. Cemal, I believe, is purely driven by interest — it is a historical monument, practically alive with jinn, and those sorts of mysteries fascinate him. Haluk…" Bazaad folded his hands before him and bowed his head a moment. "At this point, it is fervor that drives him most, though perhaps he hopes for something more… material. He had a rather unfortunate habit until recently, and he seems to have replaced it with an unblinking belief in our cause. But you know how these addictions come and go."

      "Don’t tell me — cinderlung, wasn’t it?"

      Bazaad looked at me in mild astonishment. "The fingertips," I explained. "They’re still bleached."

      "Ah… Well, yes. But it is sorted out now. As for Erkan, I would warrant he wishes for an escape of some sort."

      "There are hot springs out east — wouldn’t he prefer that sort of vacation?"

      "Unfortunately, no." Bazaad looked out back towards the street, looking as if fear was again threatening to take hold. "If you are truly leaving, best to do it before too long."

      I shook his hand and bowed once more. "Thank you," I said simply. "For the chance."

      He started to turn away, then paused. "Just do not make me regret it." He hurried back inside.

      Alone, I stumbled onto the sprawling, dark streets of Erimis, hoping beyond hope to find some soft place to sleep.
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