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          THE DEATH OF XEREKS LEES

        

      

    

    
      The sky was red on the last day of Xereks Lees’s life.

      Calveeni’s dangled from the biggest mangrove tree at the western tip of Maresg, its wooden beams dappled russet by the sun squatting on the hills behind it. Whitecaps dotted the ocean and sighed up to blend their murmur with the hum of conversation. The emerald hills, like Calveeni’s famed balcony, were the color of rust in the bloody light cast between the remnants of a storm that trundled out of sight to the east.

      The restaurant was three stories tall and as shapeless as the rest of the buildings of Maresg, built at an angle in the fork where the trunk of the tree split into two great branches. The top floor leaned over the water, supported by more giant limbs, and the balcony jutted out even further, held aloft by a snarl of frayed ropes and wooden chains tied higher in the tree.

      Xereks Lees, once one of the most powerful low merchants in Skalkaad, now one refugee among thousands who hid among the branches of the tree city, entered from the Walk with his five bodyguards trailing behind him, and pushed his way to the front of the queue. He was broad without being fat, and jowly. His silver-gray hair was pulled back in a taut, slick ponytail. His beard was a wiry dull gray, trimmed to a point and a little unkempt.

      “My table, if you please,” he said to the frowning host, in a pleasant voice that didn’t reach his eyes.

      The host, a gaunt clean-shaven man with a handsome middle-aged face, pressed his lips together and glanced at the grumbling queue behind Lees.

      “It’s fine today,” Calveeni’s tired voice called through the closed kitchen door, a moment before the proprietor himself appeared with a slight bow to Lees.

      He was a lean, balding man with a black mustache that drooped to his chest, and he was a head taller than the host he stood behind. He wore a long white chef’s coat, rumpled and stained with brown blotches.

      “Please have a table brought up from the dining room for Mr. Lees.” He turned toward the former merchant. “You prefer the south side of the balcony, do you not?”

      Lees gave a little smile and nodded. “Indeed. Along the rail, if you please.”

      Calveeni tapped the host on the shoulder. “You heard the man. Don’t keep him waiting.” He gave Lees another bow. “Thank you for joining us again, Mr. Lees. I apologize for the delay. I hope you enjoy your meal.” He smiled slightly behind his mustache and turned to walk back through the open door to the kitchen.

      Lees pressed his lips together in an expression of thanks, and followed the host up the spiral stairs, to the upper dining room and the balcony beyond.

      The balcony was always crowded, but a small table was rushed up and placed in Lees’s preferred spot on the southern corner, with mumbled apologies to the patrons that needed to move their chairs to make space. The busboy set it down near the low railing and waited for Lees’s curt nod of approval before scurrying back inside. When Lees looked out, it was as if he were suspended above nothing but a few stunted mangrove trees and the dark, ever-changing nothingness of the Expanse, seven hundred hands below. When Lees sat here, he was free of Maresg.

      He moved his chair so that his back was to the sea, where he had the best view of the sunset without suffering its light in his eyes. Two of his bodyguards and his valet, Orvaan, took their places around him, careful not to block his view, while the other two stayed behind to hover by the door that led inside.

      He stared into the horizon for a while, lost in his thoughts, letting them mingle with the shifting static sound of the distant water. He thought of his home—his real home, north in Eheene, and wondered for the thousandth time if he was a coward for hiding here. Maybe that’s what they all called him now, and maybe they were right. That’s the thing about being a fugitive. Too much time to think about everything he’d lost. Too much time to think about everything.

      The breeze grew cool. As the sun dipped lower into the Upper Peninsula and the ruddy green of the mountains on the horizon deepened to a black silhouette, a pair of Calveeni’s errand boys emerged from the kitchen and began lighting the oil lamps that ringed the balcony with long candles. Lees realized he’d been sitting there for a half an hour without being served so much as a glass of wine.

      Several patrons in his immediate vicinity had cleared out, leaving him in the center of a ring of empty tables. There were probably still a dozen people downstairs seething to get a seat, but Calveeni had apparently learned when to give Lees his space. Too much space, for that matter. Lees was hungry, and more than that, he needed a drink.

      He saw one of his usual serving girls—a tall, pretty, black-haired woman with a hint of the desert folk around her eyes—bring a round of cheap beer to a table of N’naradin merchant marines on the far side of the rail. Lees’s scowl deepened. He was just about to tell Orvaan to get her attention when another girl he’d never seen before emerged from the swinging door and headed in his direction. She had a pitted complexion and a round, flat face. She was so short that she was only a head taller than him while he sat, and her body was lumpy and shapeless under the tight yellow and black dress Calveeni made all his girls wear. A portly, pocked-faced bee. He grimaced. Her left hand was a mangled claw, the index and middle finger torn away, the rest rutted and twisted with burns. She was altogether too grotesque to be working the balcony, except for maybe her eyes, which were large and slanted and brilliant green, and too sharp for Lees’s liking. He would make a point to say something to the owner on his way out. Even in Maresg, there had to be standards.

      “The usual,” he spat before she had a chance to say anything.

      He turned his attention back to the view. The sun was behind the Peninsula now, the sky above a blazing pink, easing first to red, then to violet overhead. To the east, a few stars began to twinkle.

      She laughed a nervous laugh, which she probably thought was charming. “And what would that be?”

      His scowl grew, and he turned back to her with an exaggerated sigh. “It would be what I’ve had the past twenty times I’ve come here. Exactly the same thing. If you’re too incompetent to know what that is, I’m sure there’s someone here who can help you.”

      She seemed unfazed and blinked down at him with a condescending smile. “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to just tell me what you want, rather than going and being a pain in the ass about it?”

      Lees’s expression darkened. “I’m being patient because you’re new,” he said, in a low voice. “Everyone should be given a chance. You’ll find I’m nothing if not fair-minded. However, I’m an important man who should be treated with respect, and I don’t—”

      “I know exactly what kind of man you are.” Her voice dropped to match his, her tone etched with sarcasm.

      Her blank smile had transformed into a sneer. The bodyguards grew tense.

      “Yeah, I’m new at Calveeni’s, but I’ve been in Maresg long enough to know your type. You were important, or at least you think you were. Skalkaad, if I know accents. Probably Eheene. You’re the city sort. A real citizen. Some big-shot until you pissed someone off and you had to hide here. Think you’re unique? You’re not. Half the people in this city are hiding from someone else. People like you never learn. Here, you’re nothing. And as long as you’re here, that’s all you’ll ever be.”

      Lees made a last look around the balcony for Calveeni to reign in his girl, but it had cleared except for three or four tables on the north side and the drunk merchant marines along the opposite rail. Everyone avoided watching whatever was going on at his table, and in his anger, it didn’t occur to him that the balcony was never this empty.

      He sighed and inclined his head to the right. “Orvaan. Please.”

      The man on that side, balding and pear-shaped, moved more gracefully than it looked like his body would allow. He took one step forward and grabbed the girl by the wrist.

      “Take this whore down to the bridge and educate her,” Lees said.

      The girl’s eyes grew wide. She screamed and bent her knees, struggling to wrench her arm from the big man’s grasp. Her panic made her stronger than Orvaan was expecting, and she almost slipped from his grasp. They grappled. An empty chair toppled. She spun around until her back was to Lees and she stood between him and his bodyguards. Lees stood, his chair clattering into the polished wood of the waist-high rail. His face was white with anger and painted pinkish-red by the evening twilight. His bodyguards by the door took their first step toward the scuffle.

      The waitress finally managed to wrench her wrist free from Orvaan, and she staggered backward. Her flailing arms slammed into Lees’s stomach. He doubled over with a grunted cough. She tried to straighten, holding her bruised wrist with tears in her eyes, but the back of her head collided with Lees’s face. The girl cried out in pain and tripped over her own feet, lurching into Lees again, who was already off balance, now grasping his broken nose. Her fall knocked him further back, and he tumbled over the guardrail with a yelp. The girl screamed again and spun to peer over the edge of the railing, sobbing, rubbing the back of her head. Lees plummeted through the dim, pink light. He yelled something lost in the sound of the sea, then cut off as he smashed into a knot of mangrove roots exposed by the retreating tide. His body lay broken and motionless for a moment, then slid into the Expanse and vanished into the black water.

      “Heaven forgive me, Heaven forgive me, Heaven forgive me,” she muttered through choking sobs, backing away from the railing.

      Orvaan and the other bodyguards tried to grab her, but they were slow with shock. She shrieked and darted toward the kitchen, dodging around the two who’d stood by the door, now halfway to the table.

      The whole incident began and finished in a few seconds, and heads on the other side of the balcony were only now turning, curiosity overcoming empathetic embarrassment.
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        * * *

      

      The Eye was up, almost full and filling the sky overhead, flooding the bridges of Maresg with reddish purple light. The rusty, angry oval of its pupil was wide tonight, looking off somewhere beyond the western horizon.

      It wasn’t late, but Calveeni had closed early. Too much excitement today, and he wanted to go to bed. He was latching up the cash box under the boards beneath his desk when there was a soft knock. He froze. He’d locked up everything before retreating to his office. Even the balcony. He stood, smoothed the small rug over the hatch in the floor, and went to the door.

      It was the flat-faced serving girl, Nola, still wearing her black and yellow dress, now with a light leather jacket buttoned against the night breeze. Her green eyes were rimmed red, but she wasn’t crying. Calveeni nodded and pushed the door open wider, and she ducked under his arm into the office.

      He slid the bolt closed behind her. “I guess Lees’s people didn’t find you.”

      She smiled and produced a gray velvet bag. It was small enough to fit under her jacket but big enough that Calveeni was surprised it hadn’t bulged more while hidden there.

      She dropped it on the desk, where it settled with a metal clatter. “Thanks for the job.”

      He frowned at the sack, chewing on one end of his mustache, and shook his head. “Lees was a bastard, and in the month you were here you did a better job serving tables than half the girls that’ve worked here for years. Keep your tin.”

      Nola’s shook her head. “It’s not my tin.”

      He looked at the sack again and opened his mouth to protest further, but then nodded. “I guess I won’t see you around here again.”

      “Nope.” She turned and strode to the door, unlatched the lock, and softly closed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      It was one of those jobs. The kind where the actual job was the easiest part. In fact, killing Xereks Lees might’ve been one of the easiest rubs she’d ever did, once she got around to it. Maybe the last easy rub, since these days the knot in her stomach twisted tighter, and the dreams grew darker with every job she finished.

      With Lees, she got lucky, even for her. Calveeni had been one of Ormo’s, even if the chef didn’t know it. Nothing unusual about that. Lots of people from Skalkaad didn’t know where their tin was coming from. It was safer that way, and the smart ones knew not to ask.

      Of all the places Lees could’ve chosen to spend his time, he picked the one spot in Maresg where Ormo was going to find him without even trying. All Nola had needed to do was show up with a big sack of money and wait. Then again, someone could probably make a pretty good case for a lot of things working out that way.

      Ironically, the most insignificant part of the killing Lees job was killing Lees. Weird looking back on how things work out sometimes. Weird that something as mundane as an accounting problem could turn her into whatever she’d become.
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            THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange that Ormo had asked Syrina to meet him in his suite instead of his Hall, and it pricked at her thoughts as she crossed the broad courtyard toward the Palace, where the fifteen towers of the Syndicate crowded together like a bundle of blunt spears. The northern sky was thick with winter fire dancing against the glow of the Eye, whose purple and red gibbous loomed to the south and gobbled any starlight that might have competed with the flickering green and yellow in the north. The black ellipse of a private airship etched itself against the moon as it drifted toward the western dock tower.

      Winter fire splashed against the high marble and obsidian walls, while the Eye drained the world of all detail, reducing the dry fountains and pacing guards to vague, two-dimensional shapes. The dull hum of the naphtha generators resonated beneath the flagstones under her bare feet and combined with the groan of a steamship whistle rolling across Eheene from the harbor.

      The cold was intense. The mercenaries manning the priceless iron gates and the tops of the walls were layered in hound skins and silk underclothes, but Syrina could still see them shivering in the dim conflagration of light. She was naked, the cold a faint nuisance in the back of her mind. No one was looking her way, and if they did, they wouldn’t see more than a tick of motion across the marble flagstones their eyes wouldn’t be able to follow.

      She was covered with fine black tattoos. They seemed to move, coming together and branching again in infinite complexity, like a fingerprint, from the top of her bald head to the bottoms of her feet, over her lips and under her nails. Just her green eyes, guarded by black lashes, could be clearly seen. The same minute manipulation of her muscles that kept the cold at bay blended her tattoos into the surroundings until she was just a shadow, even to herself.

      The Palace doors, like the larger gates to the compound behind her, were emblazoned with the Spiral of Skalkaad, but instead of etched steel, the doors were black burnished brass. The three white arms of the Spiral were opal. The three black ones set with tiny black pearls.

      Syrina forced eye contact with the black and silver clad Seneschal posted at the doors until he noticed her and stepped aside with a hasty, nervous bow. The hallway stretched beyond the foyer, built from blocks of obsidian. Every twenty paces, there was a short stairway of white marble leading up to the next tier. The hall was lined with iron doors marked with spirals, but otherwise unlabeled. Above each portal was a large marble hand, palm upward, holding a hissing bluish flame. Syrina had no idea what lay behind any of the doors except for the second-to-last one on the left, and that’s where she went.

      Her knock against the heavy metal sounded dull, like banging on a stone wall. But a few seconds later it silently swung inward. The Seneschal who greeted her with a wordless bow didn’t lead her into the study where she’d met Ormo the few other times he’d summoned her to his private quarters, though she could see the light from the fireplace glinting on the half-open bronze door that led there. Instead, the little man led her further into the chambers, to the spiral stair that led to the top of Ormo’s tower.

      The Seneschal left her there and disappeared back into the palace. The stairway was broad, the steps shallow. There was no guardrail. Each stair was again cut from alternating obsidian and white marble. In the center, a massive brass brazier was sunk into the floor, burning with blue flame fed by pipes that ran all the way to the naphtha cisterns buried below the city. There was no other source of light, but the brazier flickered and glowed against the polished walls all the way to the top, where Syrina could make out a mosaic of the Skalkaad Spiral set into the ceiling.

      The cold didn’t particularly bother her, but the warmth from the brazier was pleasant. She took her time mounting the stairs and hesitated a moment at the top to bask in the faint rising heat.

      “Kalis Syrina,” Ormo said when she stepped out onto the terrace.

      He waved off her bow and opened his arms to fold her into his robes for a brief, warm embrace. She returned the hug, glad they were meeting in his private quarters, where Ormo preferred forgoing with the usual formality he upheld when seated on his dais.

      She stepped back when he released her, taking in the details of her surroundings. Twenty years of training and nine more as one of Ormo’s Kalis, but this was the first time she’d been here. A half-dome of marble arced over and behind her, robbing the view of the fourteen other palace towers and the winter fire in the north. The ubiquitous Eye loomed high over the southern horizon, rendering the steepled marble rooftops of Eheene faceless in its electric amethyst light. Beyond the city, she could make out the black plain of the Sea of Skalkaad. The bows of the ships gleamed where they anchored in the deep water beyond the harbor, slaves to the tides. The harsh glow of their beacons illuminated the thin frozen mist that had settled across the bay, but the water seemed to swallow their light. Wind came in icy gusts.

      Ormo was wrapped in thick robes of blue and white, though the colors blended under the Eye into varying shades of violet. Beneath his hood, Syrina could make out the black and white geometry of his painted face. His breath froze when he exhaled, and the vapors fell like a dying bird and vanished in the shadows cast by his bulk. He was round, and the shortest of the Fifteen, but Syrina didn’t quite come up to his chin.

      “You have always served me well,” he rumbled.

      She tried to make out his expression, but it was impossible under the hood and the paint.

      “I know there have been Kalis who have served their masters better than I have.” She wondered why she felt uneasy.

      “You’re young yet. Your thirtieth year. I hope to have you for another hundred or more. That is, in fact, the reason I summoned you up here.”

      Syrina couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so she waited. She thought she could discern a smile from the shadows under his hood. Anxiousness and excitement vied for control of her stomach.

      Ormo put his thumb and little finger in his mouth and let out a high, warbling whistle. A second later, a white and silver owl with wings flecked in black swooped from behind the half-dome and floated down to perch on his shoulder. It settled and blinked at Syrina with round, curious eyes. It stood twice as large as Ormo’s hooded head, and tufts of dark feathers stood from its crown, curving inward like horns or pointed black ears.

      She couldn’t think of anything to say to that either.

      “His name is Triglav. A good name. A god ancient even to the ancestors. A god of war. Appropriate, maybe. Especially if you were to take him as your pet.”

      Syrina blinked. She’d never heard of a Kalis receiving a gift before, much less a pet, and she said as much. But even as she spoke, she felt a pang of something unfamiliar when she looked at the owl. She realized, inexplicably, that she liked it.

      “That’s true,” Ormo replied.

      Now she was sure she could hear a smile in his voice.

      “Take him as an exception to tradition, then, in exchange for your future loyalty.”

      “You have my loyalty already, Ma’is, now and always.”

      But an alien sense of mistrust seeded her gut. Ormo didn’t do anything without a reason.

      He gave a slight shake of his arm, and Triglav floated over to Syrina’s shoulder and stayed there, gently grasping her naked skin with black, needle-sharp talons. She felt the tug of affection again, stronger this time, and it leaned over to press its head against hers. She guessed it liked her, too.

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” he said.

      “And how do you think this bird is going to help me?”

      Ormo let out a deep chuckle and reached out a gloved hand to pat her cheek. “It’s a clever creature and well-trained. Just as you are. I have faith that you’ll find many uses for him in the years to come.”

      “Of course,” Syrina said, without hesitation, pushing aside a hundred questions buzzing around her head. “So what would you have me do, Ma’is?”

      “Only what I would always have you do, Kalis. Now here is a name…”
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            THE ACCOUNTING PROBLEM

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t Lees’s name that Ormo gave her then. It was more than a year before his name came up. In the meantime, things returned to business as usual for Syrina, with the addition of Triglav. Watch him, steal that, kill her. Working with the owl became as natural for her as it had being alone. He seemed to know her thoughts, and he always did what she wanted.

      When Lees’s name came up, it came up like all the others had.
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        * * *

      

      She met Ormo in his Hall. It was decorated like his private chambers, and for that matter, like most of Eheene. Walls built from obsidian and white marble blocks made a rectangular checkered pattern, otherwise unadorned. Naphtha braziers hissed bluish-white flames in the corners and left only the top of the dais in the center of the vast room in shadows. The onyx floor whispered and hummed when Syrina’s bare feet padded over it, but she’d long ago stopped being disconcerted by the sound. Triglav circled somewhere outside. He’d find her within a few minutes of coming out and either land on her shoulder or follow above, depending on his mood.

      “There’s a delicate situation I’d like you to look into,” Ormo said.

      He began a lot of the jobs he gave her that way.

      “Of course there is,” she said. “As usual, I’d like nothing better.”

      “I know.”

      Once again, she could feel his smile through the paint and shadows, as sure as she could feel Triglav’s presence somewhere outside.

      “As I said, it’s a delicate matter. Subtlety is of the essence.”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      He chuckled down at her. “There’s a merchant—a low merchant—named Xereks Lees. For the past several years there have been growing discrepancies between his reported profits and costs. They’re beginning to show troubling tendencies. I’d like you to investigate the matter.”

      Syrina couldn’t hide her disappointment. “If it’s an accounting issue, Ma’is, do you need a Kalis to deal with it? Surely—”

      “Mr. Lees is a powerful man. About as powerful as someone can be without being invited to join the High Merchant’s Syndicate. Powerful enough that perhaps one day he’ll be asked to replace one of the Fifteen. His power, no doubt, comes in part from the backing of one of my colleagues. It’s for this reason I have ignored his inconsistencies until now. However, they have begun to affect my own interests past the point where I can pretend they don’t exist. If I’m going to pursue any action against Mr. Lees, legal or otherwise, I need to know what’s happening so I can decide whether it’s worth the risk. If it is, I need proof I can bring to the other High Merchants. Enough that the one backing him will have no recourse against me.”

      Syrina nodded and sighed. Paperwork. “Delicate. Fine. Where can I find this Xereks Lees?”

      “He manufactures a wide range of ceramic and metal machine parts for local interests—naphtha refineries and the like—and for steam machines in N’narad. His offices are adjacent to his warehouse near the commercial port in the Foreigner’s District. Exporter Row.”

      “N’narad. So he has dealings with the Church?”

      “I don’t have details, but as difficult as it is to trade with N’narad without getting involved with the Church, it is likely.”

      “Okay, then. Delicate. I’ll see what I can find. Anything else I should know?”

      “He gets most of his raw components from Naasha Skaald.”

      “Who? The name sounds familiar.”

      “The materials merchant—copper mostly—who’s been having trouble with Corsair raids on her coastal smelters.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “Lees’s costs have been going up parallel to Skaald’s security expenses, same as everyone else’s.”

      “I see. All right. I think I can use that.”

      “I have faith, Kalis. Let me know if there’s anything else you need. Until then.”
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        * * *

      

      Syrina spent the rest of the day hashing out her plan and getting some old documents from Ormo’s archives that would be easy to alter. Then she stopped by the room that Ormo kept for her for a couple hours to put on the face and clothes of a young N’naradin merchant marine. She went with a male since women in N’narad who weren’t Church officials tended toward less martial occupations. She preferred the faces of the poor for generic poking-around jobs. Merchants and other affluent types never did their own work if they could hire a lackey to do it for them, and foreign peasants were common and ignored where she was headed. It wasn’t unusual for unscrupulous captains to abandon their hired help to the alleys of the Foreigner’s District if they were going back empty and didn’t need the extra hands. Contracts forged with fresh, illiterate sailors often included provisions about getting paid upon return to their home port. Abandoning rubes in distant lands was an easy loophole. The wait was months or even years to sign onto a ship going back to wherever they came from, and a lot of them wound up getting remedial work in the District in the meantime. A few might even apply for Skalkaad citizenship, and a small fraction of those might earn enough tin to get it and see the other side of the wall that separated the District from the rest of Eheene.

      As she dressed, she prepared her mind, getting into character, and she thought about what Ormo had told her. If this Lees was dealing with the Church of N’narad, it could make things a lot more complicated.
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        * * *

      

      It was well after dark when she reached the high, copper gates separating Eheene from the District. The wall was twenty hands of granite, topped with another twenty of vertical pine posts, polished on the city-side, which was unguarded. She had no problem scaling over it and slipping past the mercenaries that sat on the ground on the other side playing cards, even with her tattoos hidden under the false skin of a seventeen-year-old N’naradin boy. They were looking for people sneaking into the city, not out of it.

      The contrast between the District and the rest of Eheene was stark. Wide cobbled streets and high marble houses were replaced with narrow, unpaved alleys and low wooden hovels. And there were no lacy bridges, no oily canals. The streets in the rest of the city were all but abandoned this late, but the District thrived at night. People staggered from the multitudes of bars and brothels, laughing, fighting, and shouting in a confluence of languages. Honest peddlers hawked on every corner, yodeling about everything from cups to locks to ceramic piping. Others whispered from the alleys, selling tiny leather pouches full of delezine and the glass pipes to smoke it in, or sex, or slaves, or all three. Once, a few years back when she’d been there on another job, Syrina had been offered a wailing infant.

      The bronze pipes that fed Eheene’s naphtha lamps were concealed by the elegant architecture on the citizen’s side of the wall. In the Foreigner’s District, aging copper tubes ran along rooftops from building to building, or led along the edges of the muddy streets, half-exposed and green with patina. In some sections, pipes had burst generations ago and never replaced. Now those streets were lit with torches, and candles flickered behind crooked shutters.

      The District might be alive in the middle of the night, but Lees’s office wasn’t going to be, so she made her way to an inn she’d used before. An ancient, sprawling, dilapidated mess universally known, for some reason, as the Cranky Maiden, even though the sign over the brilliant orange door showed only a bed and a spilled pewter mug. It was less than a span from Exporter Row.

      Syrina swaggered in looking drunk enough to not get noticed, but not so drunk that someone might try to rob her and put down two N’naradin tin Three-Sides from Ormo’s infinite coffers. Enough for a private room for a fortnight, plus another ten copper balls to be sure she got one where the locks worked.

      The main floor of the Cranky Maiden was a high-ceilinged common room with a dozen long tables and a bar that ran the length of the back wall. Behind that, doors led to various private meeting rooms, the kitchens, and the cellar. Across the front of the room, filthy windows let in murky yellow light. Two unstable looking staircases led up to a mezzanine that ran above the bar. Smaller, more private tables ran along it, and two doors led back into the sleeping areas. The one on the right led to a series of dorms, each with a furnace in the center and twenty or so cots. The left one led to the private rooms, and that’s where Syrina stumbled. She found her door, made sure the locks really did work, and settled in.

      The bed was small, but the linens were clean. Syrina was more comfortable sleeping on the floor, anyway. One of the walls was the chimney for the fireplace in the kitchen, so it was uncomfortably warm even with the window open, which in turn was small and dirty and looked out onto the wooden face of building opposite, so close she could almost touch it. She could climb out that way if she had to. Triglav found the window a few minutes after she settled in, and perched on the sill to watch her.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina spent two nights and three days lurking around Lees’s warehouse, watching all the comings and goings, and followed some of the more interesting goings when it looked like they might be up to something interesting. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but she wasn’t one to jump into a situation without checking out all the players first if she had a choice about it.

      She spent another two days in her room, doctoring the archived documents she’d gotten from Ormo’s library, changing what she could and faking the rest, along with the seal, until even the merchant whose name she was forging wouldn’t be able to tell the difference from one written by their own hand. As a rule, a Kalis needed to be more thorough than her target, and Lees would be as thorough as they came.

      In the end, she was satisfied that she had all the information she was going to get without having a look inside Lees’s place. She took one more night to go back to the palace and confirm a few points with Ormo, then allowed herself a few hours of sleep at The Cranky Maiden.

      As she drifted off, she felt Triglav find his spot on the windowsill.
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        * * *

      

      Exporter Row was quiet in the early afternoon drizzle compared to the rest of the District. A few warehousing goons moved here and there, and once she needed to make way for a cart laden with bricks and long wooden dowels pulled by two shaggy black camels. But an hour after noon, most of the people were already in the work yards and warehouses, doing whatever it was they were paid to do. The air stank with tarfuel smoke from the N’naradin steamships anchored in the harbor, and her eyes burned.

      Xereks Lees’s place was easy to find. Exporter Row was eighteen blocks long and two blocks wide, running along the northeast side of the commercial docks. His was the nicest building, if not the largest. Its wood was painted white. The high windows were cleaner than those of the Cranky Maiden’s, and LEES was painted in wide red letters across the side of the warehouse and above the door of the smaller adjacent office.

      Syrina entered the office without knocking, ignoring the sign that said, PRIVATE. NO ENTRY.
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        * * *

      

      The man behind the desk had a gaunt face and pudgy body. He lingered in that indeterminate age between thirty and fifty. What was left of his thin black hair was cropped short. He looked over his shoulder from where he fiddled with a row of dark wooden filing cabinets standing along the back wall, on either side of the door that led to Lees’s office. He wore loose, tailored, dark green trousers and a black satin vest, and he sported three large gems—red, black, and yellow—in rings on his right hand.

      “This is a private business,” he said to the boy hovering in the doorway. “Didn’t you see the sign on the door? Are you lost?”

      The lad appeared young, even among the N’naradin deckhands stranded in the Foreigner’s District, who averaged under seventeen. But his boyish cheeks, still free of stubble, were painted with burns, and his large green eyes were old and cold as glass.

      “You mean you’re not expecting me?” The youth scowled and his scarred brow furrowed.

      His N’naradin accent was thick, mushing his words together and rendering him almost unintelligible.

      The man behind the counter only smirked and turned back to his filing. “Hardly.”

      The boy sighed as if he weren’t surprised, stepped into the office, and sat in one of the two straight-backed wooden chairs opposite the plain reception desk.

      “My name is Silas Narn. Shenaa Marik sent me to offer a proposal to Mr. Lees. You were supposed to have gotten a messenger hawk two or three days ago letting you know I was coming. I guess it never showed up. I assume you must be Lees’s secretary, Orvaan. You fit his description, anyway.”

      The pear-shaped man behind the desk finally turned at Shenaa Marik’s name, but his expression was no more inviting.

      “Yes, I’m Orvaan.” He studied Silas a moment and snorted for good measure. “Marik. The naphtha merchant? I assume that’s who you’re referring to. You claim she’s now using foreign rabble to deliver her business proposals?”

      “As was supposed to have been explained already by way of the hawk, Miss Marik and most of her regular people are indisposed at one of her refineries. She hired me months ago as a valve operator so I could earn passage back to Fom. I have since done so, but I’d already decided to stay on with Miss Marik, who has encouraged me to work toward Skalkaad citizenship. She has rewarded my loyalty with less dangerous jobs away from the refineries, and has promised to sponsor me when my citizenship interview comes up in five or six years.” Silas eyed the scowl tugging at the corners of Orvaan’s mouth. “At least, they’re supposed to be less dangerous jobs.” He cleared his throat. “Again, at least some of that was probably explained in the hawk message you say never came.”

      Orvaan’s expression grew even darker. “So then, why are you here?”

      Silas reached into his tattered jacket and produced a folded letter, sealed with a blob of white wax and stamped with Shenaa Marik’s seal—the eight angular-pointed petals of a stylized navaras flower.

      “As I said, I have a letter to deliver. A proposition.”

      Orvaan reached out to take it, but Silas pulled it away and tucked it back into the hidden pocket of his jacket.

      “For Mr. Lees only. Ms. Marik was very clear. I’m to receive his answer in person, as any further actions I take depends on his response.”

      “Well, I’m not just going to let you in to see Mr. Lees based on your word and some mysterious letter I’m not allowed to see. He’s a busy man.” But there was a hint of hesitation in Orvaan’s voice.

      Silas rolled his eyes. “Once again, more information was supposed to have already come by a hawk. Miss Marik, Mr. Lees, and a few others suffer from some sort of mutual problem, and Miss Marik thinks she’s found a solution. She instructed me to get a response from Mr. Lees first. If Mr. Lees agrees, I’m to approach the others. If he declines, I’m to return to her. If you want more information, you’ll need to let me in to see Mr. Lees, and he can read the letter himself, then tell you about it if he wants to. Which is no more my business than this letter is yours. With all due respect.”

      Orvaan ground his teeth, mind churning. The last thing he wanted was to grant this little foreign prat some sort of perceived victory by letting him in to see Lees. But his own options were limited if the boy was telling the truth, and only Lees would know for certain. His only other choice was to take the letter by force and see for himself what it said. But if it was indeed a proposal beneficial to his boss, Lees would have him spit and roasted for blowing the opportunity, not to mention doing irreparable harm to whatever business relationship existed between Lees and Shenaa Marik. No, the only option left to him was to go into the office and ask the man himself what he should do with this urchin.

      “Wait here,” Orvaan sneered after a long silence.

      He turned and went through the door behind the desk, and locked it behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Orvaan came out sometime later to find Silas leaning back in the chair, feet propped on his desk, looking around and chewing his tongue in thought. The boy’s gaze found Orvaan as the door opened, his smile amused. The expression made the top of Orvaan’s balding head grow red with anger, but his boss had spoken.

      “Mr. Lees will see you now,” he said, through clenched teeth.

      Silas’s smile didn’t change, and the boy only offered a nod of thanks as he brushed past Orvaan into Xereks Lees’s office. Orvaan followed.

      The room was paneled in dark wood, the floor covered with a thick wool rug the color of bronze. On three walls, nine massive portraits hung of men, alternately dour and jolly-looking, all with hawkish noses, thin lips, and slanted eyes. Nine generations of Lees. The newest one hung behind the desk, in the bold, cartoonish style that had been popular among the low merchant elite the past few years, and mirrored the man seated in front of it.

      The fourth wall was covered from carpet to ceiling by a black and gold mural of interlocking tubes, concealing a door that must lead on to the warehouse floor.

      The man seated behind the ornate marble desk was middle-aged, with flecks of gray salting his black hair and close-trimmed beard. His hair was pulled back into a slick ponytail, showing off a receding hairline. He wore a large tin pendant around his neck, fashioned in a Skalkaad Spiral. Despite the brooding, colorful portrait of himself hanging behind him, his smile was pleasant. His pale blue eyes gleamed, and if he felt any malice toward Silas Narn or concern over what the boy’s message might contain, it didn’t appear on his face.

      “Orvaan tells me you’re here representing Shenaa Marik.” Lees’s voice was smooth and baritone.

      Silas nodded.

      “So how is that old bird, anyway?”

      Silas forced a smile. “As good as she’s ever been since I’ve met her. Though I doubt she’d appreciate being called an old bird.”

      Lees grunted a throaty laugh. “Marik has always had a knack for bringing out loyalty in her employees. I’m sure she’s pleased with her continued success in that regard. Now, you have a message?”

      “Yes, sir.” Silas reached into his jacket and produced the letter, which he tossed onto the desk.

      Lees cracked the seal and was silent as his eyes scanned the page, his expression unreadable. “Do you know what this says?”

      Silas nodded. “Not exactly, but I know the general details. She wants you to break a contract with someone, so she can legally do the same. Then you both can resume your business with someone with more stable prices. If you agree, I’m to go to the other merchants on my list and convince them to do the same.”

      He ignored Orvaan grating his teeth behind him.

      Lees nodded. He traced his gaze over the letter again before turning his attention back to Silas.

      “And if I decline?”

      Silas shrugged. “Nothing, as far as I know. I go back to Miss Marik and tell her you weren’t game.”

      “So my participation will determine whether she proceeds with the contract dissolution or not?”

      Silas shrugged again. “Miss Marik doesn’t want to break her contract unless everyone else does, too.”

      “Yes,” Lees nodded, “that would be the most legally expedient thing to do.”

      Silas shrugged a third time. “She seemed to think that if you were on board, the rest would be easy enough to convince. She told me to start at the top.”

      Lees’s smile was gaunt. “Flattering, but not inaccurate.” He sat in silence for a minute, thin lips pressed together. “Hmm,” he grumbled. “I realize there’s a legal precedent in what Marik seeks to do, but I must still decline. I’ve worked with Skaald for many years, and we’ve formed a trusting relationship with each other. A rare thing when one has done business in Skalkaad as long as I have. I wouldn’t throw such a commodity away for a temporary savings of tin, no matter how much tin it might be. After all, Skaald’s prices are the result of security issues that Marik and I have avoided only by chance.”

      “So that’s what you want me to tell Miss Marik?”

      “With my sincerest apologies.”

      Silas stood and bowed. “Then my business with you is done. Thank you for your time, Mr. Lees.”

      Lees remained seated as Silas turned to go. “Orvaan, please show Mr. Narn to the door.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting sharp and bright into the east end of Exporter Row. Syrina bobbed out of Lees’s office and turned west toward the District, glad to keep the light out of her eyes.

      The Row was busy this time of evening. Camel carts rumbled by in both directions, their drivers cursing and shouting at the snarling, spitting animals, themselves as ill-tempered as their beasts, which were still shaggy from the brutal winter. A few steam trucks operated by the wealthier traders bumped along the roads, too, engines bleating, not any faster than the camels in the crowd. High tide wouldn’t peak for another three or four hours, but already a steady trickle of sailors and cargo was filtering toward the docks. There was a chill to the breeze, but it was still warm for so early in the spring. The air stank of smoke and oil and fish and camel shit.

      Syrina was glad she’d been able to weasel into Lees’s office. She couldn’t glean anything concrete from the encounter, but the only reason she’d gone was to get a look around. The low merchant’s background had all but assured her that he would decline Silas’s proposal. Whatever else anyone could say about Xereks Lees, once he signed a contract, he stuck with it. Good thing, too, because if he’d accepted Marik’s non-existent offer, it could’ve made things awkward down the road.

      She turned south toward the docks, taking a casual look along the Row, memorizing faces. She didn’t think she’d roused any suspicions, but she still wanted to be certain Silas wasn’t being followed.

      Whoever he was, Orvaan hadn’t been an ordinary secretary. One of his rings had a hidden hinge where he could conceal poison or something more unpredictable. And from the way he stood, Syrina was guessing he had a knife hidden under his left pant leg. Probably other weapons, too. He was confident that he could tell when someone wasn’t being honest with him. He was probably good at it, too, when it wasn’t a Kalis doing the lying. That meant his boss had confidence in him. Lees’s profile didn’t carve him out to be the sort of guy who hired people as egotistical as Orvaan unless they had something to back it up with. Orvaan was a hit-man and an interrogator, maybe a straight-up torturer.

      One other thing was also certain—the files in the lobby that Orvaan kept pretending to be busy with weren’t going to tell her much, even if she did ever manage to see them. No successful business in Skalkaad kept their records in the most easily accessed room in the building, in plain view of anyone who wandered in. Whatever was in those cabinets was probably real in the sense that if Syrina looked into them, they would cover legitimate transactions. But she’d bet her tattoos they weren’t going to tell her what Lees was up to. The whole setup begged to show everyone who walked in how clean everything was, and only criminals were that proud of looking like they weren’t committing crime.

      Back at the Cranky Maiden, Syrina went up to Silas’s room for a while, then back down, still wearing the boy’s face. Triglav didn’t make an appearance, but she could sense him somewhere above the inn, waiting for her to come out again. Near the front door sat two inconspicuous dock men she’d seen earlier on the Row. First, a few minutes after leaving Lees’s place. Then again as she passed the piers a few blocks from the Cranky Maiden. Both were stocky, with round noses, wide-set eyes, and black hair, though one was balding and the other sported a ponytail similar to Lees’s. The latter was a head shorter. Brothers. Now they were clinging to clay mugs of glog, lifting them to their lips without drinking. Too-restless eyes settled on Silas for too long before turning away to look anywhere else.

      Syrina sauntered to the bar and ordered her own mug of glog, buying a little time while she decided what to do. She was sure her performance as Silas Narn had been flawless. The fact that Lees was so paranoid that he had the boy followed anyway didn’t bode well. If he was having Narn watched, he was going to check out his story, too. In a day, maybe two, Lees would hear back from Marik and find out that she’d never heard of the kid. Then Narn would have both low merchants on his case. Lees would keep these goons on him until then, and then hand down the order to nab him so Lees and Marik could take turns with him on the not so proverbial rack until they found out who he really worked for, then dump whatever was left of him into the harbor.

      Of course, it would never go that far. Syrina would dispose of Silas Narn long before that happened, but that in itself was going to cause problems. Lees would still find out that Narn didn’t work for Marik, and when Narn disappeared under the noses of his two hired goons, it wasn’t going to help Lees’s paranoia problem one bit.

      Well, first things first.
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        * * *

      

      Kakrik jabbed his brother with an elbow, making him dribble a few drops of brown glog onto his dusty tan work vest.

      “There he is.”

      Lasaav, who’d been staring into the crowd boiling within the Cranky Maiden with a vacant look, made an annoyed grunting sound and turned to follow his younger brother’s gaze while he dabbed at the spill with his free hand. Silas Narn stood at one end of the bar, nursing his cup.

      “Ah, yes. That’s him, all right. Good. I was beginning to think he wasn’t going to come back downstairs until tomorrow.”

      “All right, all right,” Kakrik said, his voice low despite the din of the common room. “Don’t let him catch you staring at him.”

      “He’s not paying any attention to us,” Lasaav grumbled. He turned back to face his brother. “So, now what? Does Lees want us to just follow him?”

      “That’s what Orvaan said. Whenever he goes, we follow until he gets where he’s going. Then we report back. Easy. He’s supposed to be heading north somewhere, tonight or tomorrow.”

      “If Lees knows where he’s going, then why do we have to follow him?”

      Kakrik shrugged. “Suspicious, I guess. You know how Mr. Lees can be. Not my job to ask Orvaan why the boss wants us to do anything, and it’s not yours either. Just needs to be sure the kid is who he said he was. Simple as that. Far as we’re concerned, anyway.”

      Lasaav frowned. “So who did he say he was?”

      Kakrik gave his brother an annoyed look. “You know as much as I do. Did you just not pay attention at all when Orvaan gave us the job this afternoon?”

      “I did,” Lasaav protested, but didn’t add anything further, and his brother rolled his eyes.

      They sat in silence for a while. Then Kakrik elbowed Lasaav again, who was ready for it this time and moved his mug to avoid another spill.

      “He’s going back upstairs,” Kakrik said.

      “I see that. Do we follow?”

      “No need. Just wait here.”

      There were another few silence-filled minutes between the two.

      “What if he’s going to bed?” Lasaav asked. “Are we supposed to stand here by the door all ni—”

      “No, and shut up. He’s coming down. Looks like he’s got his stuff. Checkin’ out late. Let’s move away from the door.”

      They jostled to a subtler vantage point toward the middle of the room, shielded from view by the growing crowd of vagrants, foreigners, and affluent citizens looking for the kinds of fun not easily found on the streets of Eheene-proper.

      Silas Narn brushed through the mob, unaware of the eyes on him, and out the front door into the District. Thirty seconds later, Kakrik and Lasaav followed.

      “I wonder what he’s doing leaving now?” Lasaav said.

      They wound through the packed dusty streets, struggling to keep track of the back of Narn’s head a half-block in front of them.

      “It’s dark out now,” Lasaav said. “He can’t take the roads north in the dark. He should at least wait until Eyerise.”

      Kakrik didn’t bother answering. And as Lasaav spoke, his voice trailed off. Narn wasn’t heading north, but south toward the public docks.

      The press of bodies grew thicker as they approached the harbor, and the tide began to reach its peak. The flow of people was still surging toward the moored ships, but like two leaves caught behind another in a river’s current, it was impossible for the brothers to get any closer to Narn than they already were. Narn’s short stature made any glimpse of him through the mass of humanity, lumbering steam trucks, and camels less and less frequent. By the time they reached the docks, the boy had vanished somewhere between the islands of light cast by the rows of naphtha lamps that lined the piers.

      Kakrik looked around with building panic, while Lasaav climbed up a naphtha lantern pole to see above the press, ignoring the looks of irritation cast his way by the people swarming around him. It was no use. Silas Narn was gone.

      “Well, at least we know he boarded a ship.” Lasaav hopped down from the lamp.

      “Yeah.” Kakrik scowled. “Which one?”

      Lasaav shrugged. “Well, it’s not like we don’t have anything at all to tell Mr. Lees. He thought Narn was heading north, but he got on a ship instead. That’s something. It proves the kid is a liar.”

      Kakrik took one more futile look around, desperate to spot the short form of Silas Narn on the deck of one of the nearer ships, but there was no indication as to which one he’d boarded.

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “It’s something, I guess. Let’s get back to Mr. Lees. Orvaan’ll probably have some shit job for us to do, now that we bungled this one.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to her timing with the high tide, it was easy for Syrina to lose the two goons once she got to the ships. Then she slipped into the murky, frigid water of the harbor, unnoticed by the seething hoard around her. She held her breath under the hull of a N’naradin loading barge and peeled off the clothes and face of Silas Narn, then hauled it all to her favorite drainage chamber under the docks. It was muddy, damp, and cold, and stank of rotting fish. She’d used it before, and she’d stayed in worse places than that. There, she burned the whole outfit after dousing it with the naphtha she kept there for that purpose. The chamber filled with steam and gray smoke, and the scent of burning wax. And so, she thought, thus ends the life of Silas Narn.

      Syrina reflected that Lees was hearing about Narn’s disappearance right about now, which meant she wasn’t even going to get the luxury of a couple of days before the exporter found out that Narn didn’t work for Marik. Then the question became, what would Lees think? Corporate espionage, most likely. Someone trying to sabotage his relationship with Skaald. That sort of thing was common enough in Skalkaad. Or maybe, given Narn’s origins and his flight to the departing ships, a spy for the Church of N’narad. Either way, it meant the same thing for Syrina—Lees was going to beef up his watch at the warehouse before she could get back there and do anything unsavory.

      The extra security might be a hassle. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to be too concerned about it. She had yet to come across a mercenary detail she wasn’t able to handle, and it was worth it to go in already knowing the layout of his office. As long as she didn’t screw anything up, they wouldn’t even notice she’d been there.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina thought the Eheene docks at low tide were some of the most disgusting and impressive things that existed anywhere on Eris. When the tide was out, the biggest ships needed to move four spans out into the bay, or else sink into black mud six or seven hands deep. They carried smaller barges they could deploy to dock, where they perched on decaying wooden posts so they wouldn’t get stuck when the tide came back in. Sometimes they got stuck anyway. There were always at least a dozen huge steamships waiting in the deeper water, belching black smoke that wafted on the eternal wind blowing across the bay, occasionally drowning Eheene in its stench. Only a few of the wealthiest shipping companies in N’narad used clean-burning naphtha engines, and half of those were tankers that trafficked naphtha anyway, so could bear the cost.

      Workers got to the ships across wooden walkways, which rested on the muck when the water was out and floated when it was in. They were composed of slimy gray planks, dangerous even when people weren’t carrying heavy merchandise or naphtha kegs between ships. Everything was on a strict timetable. If one ship fell behind, they all did. If profits suffered, so did the workers.

      Syrina hunkered on the eves of a dilapidated warehouse, overlooking the docks. Triglav settled down next to her, his gaze following hers across the piers and mudflats. She watched the longshoremen and stevedores, toiling and oblivious. Her thoughts kept turning back to Ormo.

      “Why did he give you to me?” she asked Triglav, who turned his head to study her, eyes narrowed.

      The question didn’t seem right, anyhow. The owl didn’t feel like a possession as much as a companion. She supposed she could’ve asked, Why did he give us to each other, but the thought was too sentimental. Anyway, it didn’t matter. Kalis had neither possessions nor companions unless you counted the Ma’is they served. And the Ma’is did everything for a reason.

      Her sudden doubt brought her thoughts around to her childhood and Ormo’s reasons back then.
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        * * *

      

      She had had many instructors on her path to becoming a Kalis, each one crueler than the last. All of them but Ormo. Zigra stood out the most, her memory of the unassuming old man sharp even now. She smiled to herself. It had been a long time since she’d given much thought to Zigra and his tests.

      She had been seven or eight. Zigra was a language instructor, gray-bearded, and wiry. His test took place in a massive room filled with junk. Crates, broken naphtha machinery, heaps of rotting ropes. The objective was to stay hidden while answering the questions he shouted to her, about history and politics. She realized later that the questions and even the answers were secondary. It was instead a test of her responses under pressure and in pain. He would ask them in Skald and required her to respond in whatever language the question pertained to. A question about the Church required an answer in flawless N’naradin. A question about the Black Wall required her to use the proper nomad dialect, depending on the details of the question. While she answered, she was to remain hidden. It was a lesson in history, language, and the use of her tattoos.

      Every time he found her, every time she answered wrong, or Zigra heard a hint of her accent, he would break one of her fingers. The first few times, he summoned her to the center of the room to do this, but then she caught on and remained hidden. Then he would need to find her himself, still asking questions, her still answering.

      It was the worst of the days she always remembered when she thought of Zigra. He’d already broken all her fingers on her right hand, and all his questions were about obscure tribes in the Yellow Desert because he knew she always mixed them up and got the accents wrong. Even distracted by her pain, she managed to evade him for seven more mistakes before her involuntary whimpering gave her away.

      So defiant she’d been when he’d grabbed her by the neck. Seven mistakes and only five more fingers? What more could he do to her? She refused to cry as he broke the fingers on her left hand, starting with the thumb, his expression bored. But when he snapped her arm over his knee at the elbow, she screamed, and her cries grew shriller when he did the same to the other one.

      Syrina smiled wryly down onto the docks when she thought about it now. Twelve mistakes and only ten fingers. What else was he supposed to do?

      As she lay crying on the floor at Zigra’s feet, broken arms laying like dead branches on the floor at her sides, the old man’s face still bland and unassuming, Ormo appeared, lifting her up. He carried her through the palace to his own bed, set her bones himself, and fed her chocolate with his own hands. He had always saved her from the cruelty of the instructors, but it was then, as she lay in his bed chewing on chocolate through her tears, that she realized she would do anything for him. She loved him more than a father, with every fiber of her being, just as he loved her. He fed her all her meals himself for three days, scooping food into her mouth with a spoon like she was a baby until her arms and fingers had healed well enough to endure more training. But it was on that first day that he owned her, and every act of kindness after that only reinforced her loyalty.

      And then came Triglav. No, Ormo didn’t do anything without a reason.

      “So what’s the reason for you?” she asked the owl, giving him a scratch on the top of his head.

      He blinked at her and gave a little sigh.
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        * * *

      

      As the tide began to trickle in again a few hours after sunset, the night following Narn’s disappearance, she headed toward Lees’s warehouse, across the rooftops, naked and unseen. Triglav soared above her.
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      Syrina sent Triglav ahead. An hour later, she followed him, thankful the spring cloud cover was thick enough to mask most of the light from the Eye. She stuck to the rooftops, relishing the feeling of the wind and the rain. She circled Lees’s building until she found a storm drain she could shimmy up, but halfway to the top, wild barking erupted across the tar-covered roof.

      Dogs were usually reserved for the city watch. Only the High Merchants and a few of the aristocracy could afford the licenses for hounds and the mercenaries that used them. Lees really was at the top of the food chain. It also meant her tattoos wouldn’t be any help.

      She got to the roof’s edge at the same time the dog did. It was a gray and black purebred tundra hound, judging by the size of it. Its shoulder stood almost as high as her. She’d only clambered halfway to her feet before it clamped its jaws onto her forearm and thrashed its head with a guttural snarl, tearing into muscle and snapping bone. It would’ve knocked her backward off the roof if it weren’t for its death grip.

      Blood spattered her neck, and pain screamed up her arm. This already wasn’t going very well. Someone shouted, and she heard the buzz of a crossbow bolt whiz by her ear. Someone had already seen her. What a disaster. People didn’t see Kalis. Kalis didn’t even exist. Stories would spread.

      There was only one thing she could do now. She rammed the flat of her left palm into the dog’s nose. It yelped and let go, but dropped back on its haunches for another lunge. Meanwhile, the shouts coming from the other side of the roof turned to screams of agony, and a commotion went up somewhere in front of her.

      Before the dog could finish taking her arm off, Syrina twisted to her feet and swung her right foot out, kicking the thing in the side of the head as it charged, which sent it flying off the roof. It yelped, and after a pause, started to bark. She was glad she hadn’t hurt it. She liked dogs.

      Syrina turned her attention toward the screams that came from the opposite side of the building. The man who’d shot at her was staggering around in agony, the crossbow forgotten near his feet. Triglav’s had latched his talons onto his face, the owl’s short beak buried deep in the socket where his left eye had been. Blood gushed down his face and off his chin, pattering on the roof, like rain. Triglav’s wings were silent even as he flapped them wildly, trying to hang on as the man flailed against his back.

      There were red splatters all over Triglav’s white feathers, but how much blood was his and how much had come from the watchman, Syrina couldn’t tell. She sprinted over and struck the man on a nerve center at the base of his neck. He dropped and the screaming cut out, but the dog was still barking in the street. By now, anyone on the block knew something was going down at Lees’s place. So much for subtlety.

      She stretched out her arm and Triglav drifted over to land on it. She checked for cuts and found none, then felt along his back where the man had beat against him. Ormo hadn’t provided a book on owl anatomy, so she couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t seem like he’d broken anything.

      “Good boy.” Syrina felt like she should say something.

      Triglav gave her a curious look and flapped off to circle the building. As an afterthought, she bent down and stabbed the dead man in the chest with his own knife. Might as well do what she could to make it look like a burglary, never mind the claw marks and the missing eye.

      All the warehouses in the District had roof hatches. It didn’t snow often this close to the coast, but the roofs still needed to be cleared off a dozen or so times every winter. This one was locked, but there was a key in the guard’s pocket he wouldn’t need anymore.

      Lees had upped his security since the visit from Silas Narn. It was a good thing he’d underestimated who was going to break into his building. Still, the dog had put her off. Her right arm hung useless, drenched in blood below the elbow. She tore a wide strip of cloth from the dead man’s shirt to bind it and grimaced at the white and red band. She’d need to set the bone later. By morning, the tattoos would do their job and sew everything back together again, even if it would be sore for the next week. Tonight though, she had a big bloody bullseye tied to her flopping, useless arm. So much for subtlety, part two.

      She couldn’t spend any more time worrying about it though, and she dropped into the hatch and fell forty hands to the packed dirt floor of the warehouse. Normally, Syrina could handle a drop like that without a thought, but she hit the ground crooked, overcompensating for her injury. She landed with her weight on her left arm. It compressed, followed by her head into the ground.

      She jumped to her feet, fighting off the haze that came when she jumped off a roof and landed on her face, pushed a tooth back into place with her tongue, and rolled over to a stack of crates, concealing her bandaged arm as best she could with the rest of her body until she could regain her composure. She wiped the blood and grit from her eyes, but her nose and lip had already stopped bleeding.

      The interior was a maze of crates and stacked pallets, reminding her of Zigra’s test. The panicked, unintelligible whispers of people who think they’re under attack murmured in the dark, audible under the barking still coming from outside. Syrina couldn’t tell where the voices were coming from, but she could gauge which direction Lees’s office was. She began to move toward it, trying to keep her useless, obvious arm between her body and something else.

      She crept toward the office, then paused, eyes closed. Two voices came from ahead, and there were two others she couldn’t pinpoint, somewhere off to her right. Two at the door to the office and a patrol. They would’ve been easy to avoid if things had gone better on the roof. Now she needed to hurry. She ducked behind a huge wood and iron box that smelled of oil and metal and risked poking her head around the corner.

      The entrance to the office was more obvious here than it was from the other side, where it had been concealed by the mural. There were no more dogs, but two men stood by the door, in a pool of lantern light. The brothers that had followed her the night before. She felt bad for them. Their presence here was probably punishment for losing Narn. They cradled loaded crossbows across their chests, wore long ceramic knives at their waists, and peered into the shadows of the warehouse, back to back, eyes wide, bickering in whispers that Syrina couldn’t quite make out. The other two were still back in the darkness somewhere, searching for the intruder.

      Syrina ducked down again and sighed. She’d need to kill the brothers. She couldn’t slip by with her arm like it was. If Lees was backed by another High Merchant and it got out that a Kalis was responsible for the break-in, Eheene, and then the rest of Skalkaad, would implode into chaos, starting with the Syndicate. And if she didn’t kill them quick, she’d need to kill the two on patrol, too.

      She closed her eyes, letting all thoughts drain. The last one was that this was really going to hurt her arm. The world shimmered in front of her, and she felt her heartbeat slow, then stop. She strode out from behind the crate and stepped through the Papsukkal Door. The two men stood motionless at first, before one, then the other’s eyes widened, focusing on Syrina’s bandaged arm, which now swung wide from the rest of her body, unable to keep up with it.

      They were bringing their crossbows up to target her, the speed of cold honey oozing from a jar. One began to yell something, but it was drowned out by the roar that thundered in her ears. She was halfway to them when the bolts released almost as one. They floated toward her like feathers in a soft breeze. She stepped around one, but the other’s obsidian edge sliced through her lagging, mangled arm at the shoulder. She saw a mist of blood drift upward out of the corner of her eye. Before the first drops had hit the ground, she was on the men. With her good hand, she found the hilt of the shorter man’s long knife and arced it up and through the other’s eye, which was still focused on where her arm had been. She continued the momentum all the way around, releasing the knife still lodged in the taller man’s head, smashing the throat of the other with her dangling forearm like a flail, crushing his windpipe and shattering his spine.

      Far away, she heard a bone pop, and a distant voice in the back of her head said it was hers. Continuing the same motion, she dropped her body down, leaped, and arced her right foot up to kick in the locked door. She dove into the dark doorway to find herself in the Lees’s family portrait office. She was running out of time and energy. Over the roar in her ears, she could hear the thudding boots of the patrol, ponderous but getting closer. Her body could only keep up ten or twenty more seconds of being on the other side of the Papsukkal Door before it was going to drop her out whether she was ready or not.

      Ten or fifteen seconds on the other side gave her at least a minute from her perspective. Maybe two. She’d have to be clear of Lees’s place before then, or she was doomed. She had no idea where to begin looking for clues either, but she could make an educated guess. If she was wrong, she’d have to come up with another plan after she’d slept and eaten.

      Syrina began to ransack the office, figuring it was a good thing to do anyway. The more it looked like a robbery, the better off she’d be when corporate security showed up. From the other side of the Door, everything she flung across the room was doing a lot more damage than it would have in a normal burglary, but she didn’t have the luxury of moving slower. There’d be all sorts of wild accusations, but it was the sort of thing that happened in Eheene sometimes. Without any proof, the investigation would go nowhere.

      There was a long, thick iron box hidden between the upper drawer and the top of the marble desk, concealed behind the flowing stonework of leaves and elk. It slid out, was heavy, and rattled and clanked, making her think at least one of the things in it was tin. So much the better. Even if nothing else useful was in it, it would help point the finger at a burglar.

      It would have to do. She felt the Papsukkal Doorway charging in at her and the pain in her arm intensified, while the rushing in her ears grew to a moaning thunder she couldn’t ignore. An alarm telling her she was out of time. Her chest ached from where her heart longed to beat again.

      Syrina tucked the box under her good arm, then burst into the lobby and catapulted over Orvaan’s desk. She tossed aside the bar that locked the front door and fled into Exporter Row. A clamor of alarm bells pealed from somewhere towards the District, and the dog still barked on the other side of the building.

      She used the last of her momentum to run up the wall of a warehouse a half-block down and crawl under the overhanging eaves of the higher building backed against it, into shadows and mounds of ancient pigeon shit. A pipe jutting up from the lower roof squelched greasy gray smoke. She braced the wrist of her ruined arm between her knees and pulled back with her body, biting her lip against the pain, until the bones aligned. Then she made sure her damaged arm and the box were between herself and the wall, and passed out, wondering if Triglav would figure out where she was.
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      When Syrina woke, it was dark. Triglav perched on the roof above her. That she woke up at all was good news. Going through the Papsukkal Door without an exit plan was a good way to get killed.

      She looked up at Triglav, who’d noticed her wake and stared down at her with his giant slow-blinking eyes.

      “Good boy,” she said.

      She took her time hopping rooftops back to her drainage chamber where she could examine the box. It was a normal key lock, well-made. She jammed a chicken bone into it, one of a handful she’d picked out of the garbage on the way back, and pulled it out again. She did it with a few more and studied the scratches on them. Then she took out a small knife from a tool kit she’d stashed with the naphtha supply she kept there and went to work carving up a passable key. It was time-consuming, but she didn’t want to smash it open without knowing what was inside.

      Thirty minutes later, the box was open. There was a leather sack crammed with two hundred Three-Sides, including more than a few stamped with the Sun-and-Moon of N’narad. There was also a thick ledger, which she began to thumb through.

      The numbers were in order, or so it seemed at first. Expenses of production and materials were right in line with what she’d expected, considering Skaald’s troubles with the Corsairs. But the profits from sales were low despite the high production costs from what looked like a large number of custom orders. The more she read, the more she realized that the amount of product shipped to Fom vastly outweighed the profits coming in. Someone down there was getting a hell of a deal, which solved one mystery and created another. Either Lees was fudging his numbers to avoid paying taxes, or he was shipping a sizable chunk of his merchandise to Fom for free. Especially the special orders—advanced stuff, from what Syrina could tell by looking at the ledger—seemed to be going out with no one paying for them.

      The N’naradin importer listed in Fom was a woman named Stysha N’nareth. There was a good chance she wouldn’t know anything about the missing parts or money even if Syrina ever made it to Fom to ask her, but it was worth remembering the name just in case.

      There was another name in the ledger that stood out, too. An accountant in Eheene—Ehrina Ka’id. Syrina knew of her. Ka’id was a big player in Eheene. She worked for many local politicians, and Syrina was willing to wager the woman had at least an inkling that something shady was going on with Lees.

      Syrina spent the rest of the night going over the numbers, but that was all there was. Enough to confirm Ormo’s suspicions that Lees was up to something, but not enough to know what it was. The simplest explanation was tax evasion, but something about that theory didn’t quite sit right. It seemed too elaborate. There were easier ways of not paying taxes for a man as connected as Xereks Lees.

      What troubled her even more was that Ormo would’ve already known most of the details in the ledger before he sent her in. She tried to ignore the spark of anger that lit in her belly. She shouldn’t care. She was his Kalis. He could tell her to do anything he wanted, and he didn’t need to explain himself to anyone, least of all her.

      A little after midnight, Triglav came into the drainage chamber. He’d caught a rat somewhere, and he perched on a stump of crumbling clay pipe, holding its limp form in his beak a moment before tipping his head back and gulping it down whole. When he finished, he turned his attention back to Syrina and gazed at her with his big questioning eyes. She watched him eat and thought about all the little things that weren’t adding up. She kept going back to Lees’s supposed Syndicate backing. If Ormo was going to sick her or another Kalis on Lees—or any of the names she’d found in the ledger—he needed some serious evidence that misdeeds were being done. The ledger told the story without revealing the plot or most of the characters.

      Anyway, if Ormo asked Syrina to make a ledger look like money or materials were disappearing in Fom, she’d have one for him in fifteen minutes. She could even make one up in Lees’s own handwriting in a couple hours, as long as she had a sample of the real thing to work off of. If this was the only evidence Ormo took to the other High Merchants, he’d be shamed out of the Syndicate and then assassinated. The ledger by itself couldn’t be used as evidence. Just as well, since it was too risky to keep.

      The next morning, she hammered the lock on the box with a rock until it broke, put the ledger back in it, and ditched it under one of the piers where someone would find it after the tide went out again. She left the money in the muck in the drainage chamber to give to Ormo next time she saw him.
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      She waited until her arm was working again a few days later. The flesh between the tattoos was pink and raw, but the lines had re-entwined over the scars, and the bones were straight and solid-feeling. Her shoulder was still sore. The bolt had cut deeper than she’d thought, and she must’ve fractured something else when she swung her arm around on the other side of the Papsukkal Door. At least the limb wasn’t a target anymore. In the meantime, she sat in the drainage chamber and watched Triglav sleep. She was glad he was there.

      She was down to two possibilities outside of going to Fom, which, thanks to the Church of N’narad, would add complications she didn’t cherish dealing with. The accountant Ehrina Ka’id, and Lees himself. Lees obviously knew what he was doing, and Ka’id did insofar as much as it was her job to keep track of it, numbers-wise. She probably didn’t know anything she didn’t have to. After all, the damning ledger was at Lees’s office, in Lees’s handwriting. Still, Ka’id would be too smart to not realize something underhanded was going on. She’d also be smart enough to pretend she didn’t see it.

      There wasn’t anyone else. Even if Orvaan knew all the dirty details about his boss, he wouldn’t rat, and he probably knew very little anyway. He was a hired goon, and good goons stayed ignorant of their employer’s business.

      In the end, poking more around Lees and going to Fom were both beehives she didn’t want to jab sticks into, at least not until she’d run out of all other options. So it was back to the accountant.

      Syrina decided she’d pay Ka’id a visit.
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      That night, Syrina moved back into the city proper and checked into a hotel called the Mercantile Oasis as an exporter named Rina Saalesh. She’d used Rina before, building the woman’s history and reputation over the past five years as someone she could use to interact with the upper echelon of Skald society without drawing attention to herself. As a result, Rina Saalesh was a name almost everyone in the higher social circles had heard of, but almost no one had met. It was rumored, however, that Rina was quite eccentric and fabulously wealthy, and it was well known that she preferred to do business in person.

      The Mercantile Oasis was the most opulent hotel in Eheene, consisting of five floors of rough-hewn volcanic glass. The ceilings were each two stories high. From the street, it was a black obelisk that towered above the white marble townhouses around it. Doorways and windows were framed in pillars of white marble, carved with angular, abstract patterns. Within, above windows and doors jutted white marble hands, lither and more stylized than the ones in the Syndicate Palace, palms upturned, holding their steady gas flames. Naphtha lamp chandeliers made the black walls of the lobby and hallways glitter like stars.

      Rina got a room on the third floor with a perfect view of the Walk of Bridges. Her balcony overlooked granite dikes sculpted like plants and fish, slowing the violent spring runoff into a series of soothing waterfalls, cleaned every week by indentured laborers from the District. Pink cherry blossoms freckled the eddies beneath the eves of the marble buildings, while couples sauntered over the delicate arches, glittering with jewelry and bright spring fashions, pausing to watch the water and steal kisses when they thought no one was watching.

      The room faced south, and it received all the glory of the sun and the Eye. The floor was planked with polished, golden pine, and the rough stone walls were blanketed with tapestries woven in bright, intricate patterns bearing some version of the Spiral. The huge bed was draped in velvet and supported by four posts of dark wood that almost reached to the ceiling, which was covered in an abstract mural of pale interlocking shapes. Both the washbasin and the sunken tub were filled by a hidden tank which was refilled daily and heated with a naphtha flame that could be adjusted by a brass chain hanging from the ceiling.

      The first night, Triglav tapped on the window until Rina padded over and opened it. He hopped onto her shoulder, gave her a quick nuzzle of greeting, then flapped up to stare at her from the top of a bed post. The tops of his black, ear-like feathers brushed the ceiling.

      Rina spent the next week mingling with the upper class. She never came across Ka’id and found out that she was as rare a sight as Rina, even at the trendiest parties. She also learned that the accountant was from N’narad, but Syrina had already guessed that from the woman’s name. From Pom, to be exact. Not to be confused with Fom, the biggest city on Eris, but Pom, the small but well-off port town across the sea of N’narad from Fom, on the Island. Rumor had it that most of Ka’id’s clients had dealings with the Church on some level. By itself, that was far from suspicious. Ka’id was from there, spoke the language like the native she was, and was versed in the complex laws that governed trade between the Empire of N’narad and the merchants of Skalkaad.

      The accountant was single, though she had two daughters, both grown and off to their own lives, and it was common knowledge that she preferred women over men, in business and personally. She managed accounts not just in Eheene, but all over Skalkaad, including, it was whispered, those under direct ownership of one or more of the Fifteen. Everyone said she was distressed by the break-in at Lees’s and the subsequent murder of three guards, but then, so was everyone else.

      Of course, none of that came from Ka’id herself, and most of it came from people who seemed more interested in looking like they knew Ka’id than telling Rina what the woman was like. It was time to track down the accountant herself.
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      Rina emerged from the Mercantile Oasis a half-hour before noon. She wore a black and cobalt high-collared dress highlighted in red. It hung from her compact figure and folded at the shoulders in a way that gave her the casual impression of being larger than she was. Three black stone hairpins carved like snakes held the black hair piled on her head, leaving a few curls to trace down from her temples and over her ample breasts.

      She summoned a palanquin since the noisy steam cars weren’t allowed in the city center, save those used by the High Merchants themselves. It was an hour-long trip, and she reclined on the silk pillows, enjoying the ride. She opened the gossamer curtains as far as they could go so she could bask in the slanted sunlight. It was cold outside, more like late winter today than spring, but hidden naphtha burners kept the interior cozy. Eight tall men carried the palanquin, clothed in white linen but still drenched in sweat under the weight of the conveyance. The entire thing was gilded in polished tin and bronze that had been worked into fine abstract swirls that ran about the lower half. The compartment was all high crystal windows and warm polished wood.

      She watched the sunlight dapple the flagstones. Passers-by greeted her with looks of curiosity coupled with either disdain or envy, but they were too busy earning their own tin to give her more attention than that. Outside of the Foreigner’s District, there was no poverty in Eheene, only varying degrees of wealth. Even servants were well-provided for since by law, they had to be citizens to live in the city proper.

      Her route meandered down the widest boulevards to the financial district. Her behemoth of a palanquin wouldn’t fit through any of the narrow, more direct routes, and she crossed a dozen of the twenty-five canals that slashed through Eheene before she reached her destination. Each one signaled the path over it with a faint metallic oozing scent, so she was aware of their progress even when her thoughts wandered from the view. The breeze blew from the west today, so the stench from the steamships waiting in the harbor was blessedly absent.

      Ka’id’s office was in the Third Merchant’s Trust and Depository Bank, which was one of five companies in the area that catered to businesses dealing with N’naradin finance and law. The front of the building was three stories of sheer windowless white marble that gleamed in the sun until it was hard to look at.

      Two of Rina’s bearers helped her down from the box, and she tipped their open palms with a kiss each. They thanked her generosity with scowls, but she was already making her way up the short wide stairs, hobbled but still graceful in the clinging dress. She shuffled to Ka’id’s office after the receptionist absentmindedly pointed the way. She ignored his pleading calls to her back that she needed an appointment, too late realizing his mistake, and burst in on Ka’id while she was writing letters. Rina introduced herself in the doorway as security appeared to escort her out, and her reputation paid off. Ka’id waived the guards away and gestured for Rina to sit down across from where she sat at a polished wood desk, dark and mesmerizingly grained. The walls were lined with books from floor to ceiling, and the afternoon light glowed through the tall arched window behind Ka’id’s winged leather chair.

      Ka’id was a pleasant woman, younger than Syrina expected for someone of her status and with two grown children. Her hair was brown and pulled back in a taut braid that started at the nape of her neck and ended at the small of her back. She was plump and smelled of vanilla. Her nose was small. Her eyes were soft and brown, wise and kind. Eyes people liked to trust.

      “So you’re the infamous Rina Saalesh,” Ka’id said, voice pleasant. Her smile was almost shy.

      “And you’re the famous accountant, Ehrina Ka’id.” Rina smiled back and gave a nod of greeting from where she still lingered in the doorway.

      Ka’id laughed. “If accountants can be famous.”

      It was Rina’s turn to chuckle. “If they can be famous anywhere, it is in Eheene.”

      “I must confess,” Ka’id said after another light, pleasant laugh. “Though I’ve heard your name, I’m ignorant to the type of business you’re in and what reason you might have to honor me with your intrusion.”

      Rina gave an apologetic little bow. “Up until recently, my dealings have been with Valez’Mui. Sculpture and raw stone.”

      “Ah, that would explain why we’ve never met.”

      “Yes. That, and because we’re both bored to tears by the society gatherings that neither one of us attend.”

      Ka’id smiled, leaned back in her chair, and gestured for Rina to continue.

      “It’s why I’ve come to you now.” Rina finally took the invitation to sit and settled on one of the two simple plush brown chairs placed opposite the desk. “I do apologize for showing up without an appointment like this. I realize how irritating it must be, so I’ll get to the point. I’ve come into some foreign machine parts I’ve not had many dealings with before, and I wanted to know more about the legalities of unloading such things in Fom, as well as find someone to handle my accounts. I’d like to get rid of them as quickly as possible. And yes, I know that’ll affect the price. But quickly, and you are a difficult woman to get an appointment with. Hence, my reason for barging into your office and interrupting your affairs.”

      Ka’id nodded through the soliloquy and studied the other woman in silence for a moment. “Your reputation for spontaneity precedes you. It’s true that better prices can be found in N’narad, but even in a hurry, such things can take time. Could you be more specific on what sort of merchandise you have?”

      “So you’ll take me on as your client?”

      Ka’id shrugged. “You’re still here. I’m still listening. Let’s leave it at that for now.”

      “I obtained them from a Ristroan airship wreck off the north coast of the Upper Peninsula.” Rina settled in, crossing her legs and draping her arm across the back of the empty chair next to her, pleased to tell a story. “I got lucky. Twice. First, that we survived the storm at all. And then there it was, dashed against the cliffs that would’ve been our fate had the squall lasted another thirty minutes. Quite the nightmare to scavenge it, but we waited for low tide and picked our way on foot. In the end, I only lost two men, and them only because of their own foolishness.”

      As she spoke, Rina let her gaze fall across Ka’id’s desk. Several letters were lying in a stack face down, and Ka’id flipped each one over long enough to fold and seal with blue wax, bending them toward her so the other woman wouldn’t be able to get more than the briefest glance of their contents. Rina watched without much interest.

      “What did you recover?” Ka’id dribbled wax onto the last letter and pressed her seal into it.

      “Some parts from their engines—tarfuel driven. Or something close to it, according to my engineer. A couple weapons—those fire-thrower things you’ve no doubt heard they sometimes use. A few items from their cargo, which nobody could identify that may or may not be valuable.”

      Ka’id raised her eyebrows. “Well, the parts are all right, and they’ll fetch a good price. I may even already have a buyer, in fact. I can look into it. The weapons though…”

      “Oh, no, no.” Rina laughed and shook her head. “I won’t be selling those in N’narad. I plan to keep them myself. For my own people.”

      “Well, there’s no law against that.” Ka’id smiled.

      “Does that mean you’ll assist me?”

      “We can work together. Of course, I’ll need all the details before we can hash out a contract, but I don’t see why not. I’m afraid I’ll have to take forty percent.”

      “Forty?” Rina froze where she’d half-stood to shake on the agreement.

      “Yes. Twenty for the accounting services, and another twenty if I’m the one that finds you a buyer.”

      “Ah, I see. Well, I hear you’re worth it, but I’ll need to think about it.”

      “Of course. I’m sure you’ll find that you’ll still make a tidy profit. More than you would unloading them anywhere in Skalkaad after the add-tax on acquired or found merchandise. Let me know when you decide. You know where to find me. Although, if you wouldn’t mind, make an appointment next time. I do tend to be out of the office a lot. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure Tiab knows to squeeze you in at your earliest convenience.”

      “Thank you.” Rina stood. “Once again, my deepest apologies for the intrusion.”

      “Think nothing of it. If it leads to profit, I can’t complain.”

      Rina lingered in the doorway a moment longer, looking around the room until Ka’id stood under the guise of courtesy and escorted her out.
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      On Syrina’s ride back to the Oasis, she leaned back and closed her eyes to let the images of the letters she’d been able to glimpse well-up from where she’d stored them. She hadn’t been able to see them all, but there was a handful she’d been able to mentally file away. They came to her upside-down, just as she’d seen them, so she turned them around one by one until they stood against her closed eyes. Most were irrelevant personal and business correspondences, interesting to someone looking for juicy gossip or blackmail, but useless to her. One, though, looked lucky.

      N,

      Please do not misunderstand. The incident regarding L is troubling. Nevertheless, do not act in panic now, only to do something you will regret. You still have the support of all interested parties. As things stand now, your funding will continue unless you halt it. My clients and I realize how important your research is, and I am confident that with our continued resources, you will be able to proceed in your work uninterrupted.

      All the documents have been recovered, and there is nothing in them that would cast a shade of suspicion in your direction in any case. While the loss of life is unfortunate, robbery seems to have been the sole motive. There is a high-level investigation underway, and you will be the first to be notified if evidence contrary to these assumptions are found.

      In Solidarity,

      K

      Syrina frowned and looked out the window. Clouds had moved in while she’d talked with Ka’id. Buildings that had been dappled in sunlight were now dull gray and black in the dim light.

      “K” was for Ka’id, of course, and obviously it pertained to Syrina’s show at Lees’s place—“L” for Lees. It could be a coincidence, but the timing was too good, and all the details fit. She didn’t know who the recipient might be. It was a formal letter, so “N” would be from the family name. Unfortunately, “N” was one of the most common initials in N’narad, where “N” was a particle, meaning dependent on context—the, a, that, from, of, or those—and was tacked on to nearly everything, including a thousand surnames. Syrina had always been lucky, but she wasn’t ready to assume it stood for the importer Stysha N’nareth before she found some real evidence. Still, it fit.

      She didn’t like the sound of high-level investigation. Those words had connotations within the more influential circles in Skalkaad. It meant the corporate police force that handled things like breaking and entering had been called off, and one or more of the High Merchants had become engaged, which may or may not mean another Kalis snooping around. Syrina didn’t like the possibility that there were High Merchants besides Ormo involved, and that she could be working against them.

      Everything was getting too gray for Syrina’s liking, and she still had no idea what was going on, other than it seemed to be going on in Fom.
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      Syrina got to Ormo’s Hall just before sunrise the next morning. She was naked, nothing but a passing glimmer in the fading darkness. Triglav perched on her shoulder, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and back again, talons clinging but not breaking the skin. Ormo was late, so she took the liberty of sitting in his Seat while she waited for him.

      An hour later, her Ma’is emerged from the hidden door under his dais, and she wondered for the thousandth time what was under there. He looked surprised to find her sitting on his throne, as much as she could tell how he felt about anything as she peered under his hood at the black and white checkerboard of squares, circles, and triangles painted on his face. She saw his gaze wander to Triglav as he mounted the stairs, but it was probably because the owl was easier to see.

      “Kalis Syrina!” he said with uncharacteristic enthusiasm as she relinquished the throne.

      He seemed sincere, but then, he always seemed sincere.

      “You have information, I guess, or you wouldn’t be here.” He looked at Triglav again.

      “You already knew Lees was sending stuff to Fom for free, or at least making it look that way. You set me up to find the evidence.” Syrina shocked herself by saying it before she was aware of what was coming out of her mouth.

      It shocked Ormo, too. His smile faded from his voice, and he narrowed his eyes.

      “Of course I knew. It was necessary to have the appearance of searching for the cause of financial discrepancies so that my involvement in the matter won’t look unseemly if it were ever to come to light.”

      She could see him growing tense, and she swallowed.

      “That is, Kalis Syrina, if you have done your job?” He was still staring at Triglav.

      Syrina’s remaining questions all drowned in a sudden swell of guilt. She couldn’t believe she’d called him out on her suspicion, or that she even cared. It was one thing to experience a personal moment of doubt. It was another to bring it up.

      “No, Ma’is. There’s more. I’m sorry.”

      The guilt subsided a little. She cursed herself for not coming up with an excuse, any excuse, but his tension slackened. He leveled his gaze at her eyes and waited for her to continue.

      “So, um.” Syrina cleared her throat and did her best to pretend nothing had just happened. “Lees seems to be sending his stuff to Fom for free. Either that or it just looks that way because he’s hiding his profits with the help of the accountant Ehrina Ka’id. That, I guess you already knew. Embezzlement is the easiest explanation, but I think he’s sending stuff down there. There’s no telling where all the tin is coming from, but it seems like he’s involved with some sort of research.”

      Ormo’s eyes widened, and she knew she’d told him something new.

      “Really? What?”

      “No specifics.” She told him about the letter.

      “That seems to be another piece of the puzzle, even if the lack of names prevents it from helping us. Still, a lucky find. People like Ka’id are rarely so careless. It’s a shame you weren’t able to take it.”

      “I’m sorry. I can still get it out of the post before—”

      “No, no. You did the right thing. Its disappearance would cause suspicion, much more than Lees’s ledger, which you were wise enough to let them find again. If another High Merchant is involved, more evidence will be needed anyway. Go back to Ka’id. Tell her you’ve decided to accept her offer. I will provide you with counterfeit items that will support your story. But tell her it’s on the condition that you go to Fom yourself. She’ll want to know why, and I’m sure you’ll have a reason.”

      “Of course, Ma’is.” She hesitated. “May I ask you something?”

      He frowned under his paint, probably thinking that his Kalis had asked enough already. “You may.”

      “If another High Merchant is involved, shouldn’t we let it be? Couldn’t my involvement be construed as treasonous?”

      She exhaled a mental sigh of relief when Ormo didn’t snap at her. Instead, he nodded, making the silk of his hood whisper.

      “If this other High Merchant is involved with the Church, then it might be they who are treasonous. Until we know more, we must go on that assumption. Act with caution. More caution than you displayed at Xereks Lees’s warehouse.” He let that hang in front of her for a second. “Remember when I gave you Triglav, Kalis Syrina?”

      “Yes.”

      It dawned on her before he finished saying it. She couldn’t help wondering what else she didn’t know and how much he’d known all along.

      “I asked you if you would return my gift with your loyalty. Do I still have it?”

      “Now and always, Ma’is.”

      “Good. I’ll have the materials for you tomorrow. As usual, I entrust the details to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Syrina went back to the Mercantile Oasis and lay down for a while before another appearance at Ka’id’s office. She was beginning to see a few of the benefits her relationship with Triglav provided Ormo. The Kalis that had existed before the owl would’ve had serious reservations about acting against another High Merchant. It was ingrained since birth—loyalty to the Syndicate first, her own Ma’is second. Whatever the job, a Kalis never worked against the greater good of Skalkaad. The members of the Syndicate might compete for power, but the key to Skalkaad’s vast influence and thousands of years of stability wasn’t just the Kalis. It was the unspoken rule that the Fifteen left each other alone.

      Ormo must’ve known that the connection he’d created between the bird and her would lead to more independent thought. In fact, it was beginning to look like he’d been counting on it. Which meant he’d had something planned even back then.

      The idea fed into the suspicion she was trying to ignore. Still, the crushing guilt she’d first felt when she’d questioned Ormo lifted a little. He wouldn’t have tolerated her insubordination unless he thought he could get something in return.
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        * * *

      

      Rina insisted on going to Fom to meet the importer in person, and Ka’id had agreed to arrange transportation. Rina’s reputation for doing business face to face was well-known, after all.

      A week later, she was on a cargo ship. The wind moaned from the north, warmer than it had been but still carrying the distant smell of the taiga. The Hound’s Cry was a huge three-stack naphtha turbine ship with a hold filled with parts and gizmos salvaged from the Corsair wreck.

      They pushed south in the general direction of Fom for the first few weeks, before the ragged green slash of the Upper Peninsula appeared on the southern horizon and the ship was forced to swing due west. Syrina had never had much of a problem with seasickness, but she had the impression that Triglav wasn’t feeling good and it was making her queasy, too. The owl spent most of the time perched on the rail, head tucked beneath his wing, or flying parallel to the ship, skirting a dozen hands above the rolling waves. At least there seemed to be no shortage of rats for him to eat.

      She knew it was a gamble to bring him. If Triglav ended up helping her the way he had at the warehouse, it would be the type of thing that people would remember. But as long as no one saw him doing anything untoward, she could explain his presence. Rina was an eccentric woman known for her exotic tastes. A pet owl wasn’t too far-fetched. She’d just need to be careful.

      Ka’id refused to let her people deal with Maresg. The accountant was back in Eheene, but it was still her ship, so the captain avoided the canal through the mangroves and took the Hound’s Cry the long way around. It was another ten days skirting the forested hills of the Upper Peninsula before they swung south again, and then after another day around the cape, back again to do it the other way.

      A day after they passed the south side of Maresg, they turned south again, parallel to the mainland’s coast. The mountains along the eastern horizon diminished to grassy hills, and a few days later she could glimpse the suburbs of Fom along the tops of high limestone cliffs. Wooden peaked roofs and a few stone spires poked out of the perpetual mist that rested on the city, the tailings of the Tidal Works that made Fom one of the great miracles of Eris.

      Thirty minutes later, they began to round the northern spike of the crescent-shaped double peninsulas that formed the bay, and Syrina could make out the latticework of wooden platforms, shanties, and piers that could only be the Lip. In front of them was the famous sea wall which, unlike the mud-flats that comprised Eheene’s harbor at low tide, helped keep the Bowl of Fom flooded. Along the tops of the inner curve of limestone cliffs forming the harbor rose thirteen brass-domed towers, numbered in thick black N’naradin script, robbed of any other detail by the fog.

      Even with the high breakwater of the seawall protecting the Bowl from the rage of the sea, entry into the port of Fom was no easy feat, as the rusting hulks that had failed to dock attested. They surged and groaned against the tide where they wedged against the cracks between the water-smoothed rocks, never completely washing away before a new one took their place.

      Syrina watched the waves roll up and crash against the walls and ruins of the steamships, a display both lazy and violent. She inhaled the scent of the ocean off the spume of the fifty-hand-high breakers as they pummeled the massive stones and twisted remnants of the dead ships, all of it green with algae. The surf pushed the Hound’s Cry through the gap in the wall in slow, steady surges.

      Timing had been good. At low tide, their way would’ve been blocked by the low center of the dam, and they’d need to join the queue that always formed outside. The tide was almost at its peak as they passed between the two spires that marked the entrance to the bay, both high enough that the yellow-tinted glow lights at their apexes were hidden as the Hound’s Cry passed beneath.

      It was sunset by the time Tower Ten flashed them the signal to dock far out near the end of the long pier beneath it. They were on the outskirts of the forest of masts and smokestacks, close to the southernmost arm of Fom. The sun was setting between the white and gold spikes of the harbor towers, making the perpetual mist over the city glow silver. The tide had gone out enough again that the sea dam was poking above the waves, slimy and barnacle-covered. The air was rich with the smells of fish and salt, steam and smoke.

      Syrina had barely stepped on the pier, when Triglav, with obvious relief, soared up and away toward the city. She stopped herself from calling him back to her, telling herself he would find her again, just like he always did.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the time between docking and entering into Fom-proper was spent filling out forms and standing in the lines that switched back and forth through the low-ceilinged, damp stone hallways of the underground Customs House sprawling behind the cliffs of the harbor. The arduous process was done in silence, punctuated only by the questions of the border agents and the answers of the travelers echoing from the distant guard kiosks. At times, the lines of exhausted travelers were so quiet that the gurgling of the tidewater could be heard as it flowed between the sea and the Tidal Works through wide bronze pipes running under the floor.

      It wasn’t until late the next morning that they were allowed out of customs, into the city. Rina Saalesh went to the nearest worthy inn. It was one of the multitudes crowded near the harbor, this one called The Grace’s Hospice. The moment she checked in, she disappeared into her room and didn’t emerge again for several days.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina woke up on the floor next to the bed, almost twenty-four hours after she fell asleep, Triglav was outside on the windowsill, gazing in at her with curious sleepy eyes.

      She felt more rested than she had in a long while, despite her lack of need for much sleep. She’d found it hard to relax at sea and allowing herself an extended rest fit with Rina’s image if anyone was watching. She let Triglav in through the window and dressed not as Rina, but as a peasant boy in the rough clothes of a temple messenger. She wanted to breathe in some of the sights of Fom before she got to work. But first, she filled the round limestone basin with hot water and took a bath.
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        * * *

      

      It was drizzling, but it was summer this far south, and it wasn’t cold. She didn’t mind the rain—good thing since it was almost always raining in Fom—and she jogged along, taking in the sights and smells and sounds of the Crescent City while looking like she knew where she was going. Sure enough, no one messed with a temple boy while he was working.

      As Syrina’s first time in Fom, the thing that struck her most was the absurd amount of people everywhere, and that was coming from Eheene, which wasn’t a small city by anyone’s standards.

      They crowded onto the wooden sidewalks and spilled into streets paved with mud or stone. They huddled in alleys and sat along the curbs and bunched in clusters between covered holes along the lanes which vomited coils of greasy gray steam. In Eheene, no one was poor. If you were poor or got poor, you lost your citizenship, and it was away to the District with you or one of the coastal peasant towns where you could eke out an existence fishing or farming until you got rich enough to move back to the city.

      Here, everyone seemed poor. Everyone but the handful of wealthy merchants and Church officials who hurried by, sequestered in carriages pulled by disgruntled camels which grunted and spit at anyone in their way, or in rickshaws pulled by disgruntled men who swore at the crowds under their breath. Everything, everyone was saturated in the combined stench of brine and mud and mildew, and over all of it was the stink of humanity.

      Most of the buildings in the section of Fom behind the harbor were packed together, two or three stories high, and made of wood painted with faded shades of red and white. Syrina recalled the maps she’d mulled over on the voyage and made her way into the heart of the city, where the exporter Stysha N’nareth kept her residence and her office.

      She trotted for a little more than an hour until she reached the Grace’s Parish. Homes here were palatial, built from the same grayish-green limestone as the cliffs the city was built on. The docks were all muddy streets and wooden houses, but parks scattered further inland, filled with trees and wide-leafed ferns. Streets in the Grace’s Parish were paved with reddish flagstones, and the stout, flimsy houses near the harbor turned into gated estates that slouched behind high sandstone walls. The vents to the Tidal Works, shoddy manholes and moldy clay pipes manholes around the harbor, were sculpted here into fish or dragons, and the steam came in puffs from their noses or mouths.

      N’nareth lived and worked out of one such estate. It loomed out of the rain behind a high hedge and a thick bulwark of pocked, greenish stone. Syrina ran past it as if the temple boy was heading to the Parish’s Cathedral another three long blocks further on.

      Then she doubled back, looked around to make sure no one was paying attention, and dropped behind a billowing fern where she could get a clear view of the gate. She’d thought about coming here naked to check things out, but she wanted to look like something other than a Kalis if she decided to talk to someone. There were two entrances. One was a small unmarked bronze gate in the stone wall surrounding the three terraces of the house. Syrina figured that one must lead to the N’nareth residence. The other one was made of heavy wood. It stood open to the wide stone path that led to the front door, marked by a sign written in elegant N’naradin—Stysha N’nareth, Importer. Syrina hunkered down on her heels as comfortably as someone squatting in a fern was able to, and spent the rest of the day watching the comers and goers.

      If there was one thing she’d learned through the lens of Rina Saalesh, it was that it was good to see what sort of people someone did business with before going into business with them herself. Even if her business was to pump them for information and then maybe kill them. Especially if her business was to pump them for information and then maybe kill them. So she didn’t regret spending the rest of that day or the next three squatting in a bush, even if only nine people came in and out of N’nareth’s office the whole time. Sometimes, nine was enough.

      The first one was the biggest surprise. Judging by his weathered skin, colorful clothes, and the emeralds studded across the top of his bald head, he was from Ristro, and not just a Church convert either. It wasn’t unheard of for the N’naradin to do business with the Corsairs, but Syrina had thought it was in the tolerated black market, not with a prominent importer. People who paid their Salvation Taxes usually didn’t want to risk such shady associates.

      His presence made Syrina begin to worry about her supposed in with N’nareth. If the importer’s customer already had a line on actual Ristroan merchandise, what chance did Ormo’s counterfeits have at holding up to either N’nareth’s scrutiny or her interest?

      The majority of the other visitors were Church officials. They wore the red and white of the Grace’s officiates, and some were women, and some were men, but beyond that, it was impossible to glean anything. Some were in and out in five minutes, others were there for the better part of an hour. Their presence could’ve been nothing or the answer to all Syrina’s questions. She didn’t know enough to get anything out of it either way. She noted the faces in case they came up again and waited more.

      The last one came a half-hour before dark on the fourth night. The servant was just coming out to lock up the gate. He was tall, maybe twelve hands, and balding, though he sported bushy gray eyebrows and an even bushier black mustache. What was left of the hair on his head was black with streaks of gray, pulled back into a short, taut ponytail. He carried a leather satchel small enough to carry with one hand and big enough to hold just about anything. When he came out, he was empty-handed and looked angry.

      Syrina hesitated a second to consider what she might lose by not squatting in the fern any longer, then hurried after him, forcing a few tears down the artificial flesh that covered her face.
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        * * *

      

      “Sir?” the boy mumbled. It took Helrith Caff a second to realize that the kid was talking to him.

      Caff slowed his pace to let the boy catch up while he fought down his own rising impatience. The child’s life had been a lot harder than his. He sighed, thinking of Heaven. If it got back to the temple that he’d blown off one of their messengers, the Grace only knew how high they’d jack up his Salvation Taxes just so he could get into the same middling level of Heaven he was already paying through the nose for.

      “Yes, boy, what is it?”

      “I… I think I’m in trouble, sir. Can you help me?” The kid—not quite a child, Helrith saw now, just stunted—sniffled and waited for him to nod before continuing. “I was sent with a message from the Customs House for a Miss N’nareth. It’s just that I don’t read and I got lost. I… I took a nap, and now I lost the letter, too.”

      Helrith raised his eyebrows, but he wanted to go home. This shouldn’t be any of his business. Anyway, it was embarrassing to be seen with the boy.

      “I’m sorry to hear of your troubles, but I suppose now you’ve learned that you shouldn’t sleep when you’re supposed to be doing your job.”

      “Please, sir. You don’t understand. He’ll beat me. He might kill me if he finds out I lost it.”

      Helrith paused. “Who will kill you?”

      “Master N’nef. Keeper of the Boys down at the Custom House.”

      “He beats you?”

      “If we make mistakes. Will you help?”

      Helrith frowned. “I don’t see that there’s much I can do.”

      Fresh tears were began to swell in the boy’s green eyes. “I just want to find Miss N’nareth. Maybe she’ll, you know… lie for me. Tell N’nef she got the message. Maybe she’s just, you know, nice. Do you know where she is?”

      Helrith had stopped walking and turned to face him. “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Everyone calls me Cavi, sir.”

      “Well, Cavi, I know Miss N’nareth, but I don’t know if she’ll lie for you like that or not.” Helrith narrowed his eyes. “Do you know what the message was? Maybe we could deliver it together. You know, just tell her.”

      Cavi thought for a moment, frowning and wiping his eyes. “Like I said, I don’t read, and they never tell me anything. I’m just a temple boy. N’nef was really mad about something before he gave me the letter, though. He was yelling about Salvation Taxes and other stuff to another man I never saw before.”

      “Other stuff? Like what?”

      “Fees or something. I don’t know. Maybe the yelling didn’t have anything to do with it, but he gave me the message right after, and he said to hurry. That was this morning, and now I’ve been out here all day…” Cavi’s his voice quavered. He bit his lip.

      “There’s no need for slavering.” Helrith tried not to roll his eyes when the boy could see him do it. “Clean yourself up, and we’ll go back to Miss N’nareth’s place together. It’s not far from here. We’ll think of something to tell her. Now tell me everything you remember.”

      They started walking back to N’nareth’s building, Helrith keeping pace with Cavi’s uncertain steps. The boy sniveled and never looked up from where his worn shoes splashed on the wet flagstones. Caff couldn’t help thinking of the kid as a child, even though he was at least twelve or thirteen. It wasn’t just his diminutive size. There was something miserable about him that filled Helrith with pity, like a toddler looking for his mother in a crowded market.

      “What am I going to tell her?” Cavi whined. “From what I hear—” He gave a furtive glance at Helrith before turning his eyes back to the ground.

      “Hear what?” Helrith tried not to look interested.

      “Just that, Miss N’nareth, that… maybe she’s nice enough, but if you mess up she can… you know. She knows people.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I’ve been N’nareth’s accountant for years, and I can assure you she’s no one to be afraid of. I—”

      “Oh, no, no. Of course not. I never—I mean, I bet that bastard N’nef talks like that because he’s the crooked one. Maybe she’s got something on him.”

      “Ah, you heard this from this N’nef, did you?” Helrith slowed his pace and stopped a half-block from where N’nareth’s gate stood closed. He turned to Cavi and leaned down. “Can you can remember what N’nef was yelling about before he gave you the message? I mean, specifically?”

      “I try not to pay too much attention to what N’nef is yelling about unless he’s yelling at me. Something about Corsairs and accountants who hid money. And some name. Lees, I think.”

      “Lees? What about this Lees?” Helrith didn’t hide the sudden tinge of urgency from his voice.

      “Um, I don’t know. His stuff is disappearing or something, or maybe it’s money that’s disappearing. I don’t know. I couldn’t understand a lot of it, and like I said, I was trying not to pay attention.” Cavi stepped back a pace. “Look, sir, I didn’t mean anything. I’m sure…”

      It became obvious Helrith wasn’t listening. He was looking into the street with two fingers pressed against his lips, thoughts far away.

      His focused switched all at once to Cavi, as if remembering the boy was there. “I just remembered. I forgot something I have to do at home, and now I’m late for it. I’m sorry. See that building there? That’s N’nareth’s building. I’m sure you’ll be fine. Just…I’d rather you not mention our little conversation to her, all right? For your own good, mind you. She won’t want to help you if she thinks you’ve been telling me rumors about her.”

      He was already walking away from Cavi, who looked like he was going to start crying again.

      “Good luck,” Helrith called over his shoulder.

      “Wait,” Cavi called, but his voice was feeble through the rising tears, and Helrith was already too far away to hear.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina lingered in front of the gate until Helrith vanished from view. Then she doubled around the block and began the long walk back to the Grace’s Hospice.

      She vaguely regretted that she hadn’t approached the Ristroan when she’d seen him the first day, but she didn’t have a good story ready to convince a pirate to help her. Anyway, while she was pretty good at pitching her voice to get what she wanted out of people, she couldn’t plan on it working with people from cultures she wasn’t familiar with. She’d gotten lucky with Helrith anyway, and she told herself she should be happy with what she got. She’d been ready with a this is Church business speech, but he’d seemed willing enough to help, even if it was just to see what sort of gossip he could get out of a frightened temple boy.

      So Helrith was N’nareth’s accountant or at least one of them, but he had no idea what the hell was going on either, except that he’d heard of Lees and had his suspicions. That meant someone else was handling the actual numbers. Syrina’s tin was on Ka’id. The Skald accountant was already handling Lees, and she was versed in N’naradin law. She was safer, too. Whoever was at the top of all this would want as few eyes as they could manage looking their way. Ka’id handling both ends kept things nice and tidy. As long as N’nareth kept a legitimate local accountant like Helrith around, the Church wouldn’t have any reason to look for the real numbers. It also meant the importer must know something, after all.

      When Syrina got back to The Grace’s Hospice, Triglav was sitting on the top of the bedpost she’d left him on, staring at the door with a curious look in his huge eyes, tinged with what she imagined was annoyance, as if he’d been wondering where she was. She decided she’d let him follow along when she went out in the morning.
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      The next day, the rain grew heavy. Triglav didn’t seem to mind. He flew hidden in the low clouds, but Syrina wasn’t worried about losing him.
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        * * *

      

      Rina took a steam car. It wasn’t as smooth or as elegant as a palanquin, but Fom wasn’t such an elegant city as Eheene. Between the mud and the potholes and the crowds, she reflected that a Temple Boy could have run there in half the time. But she was what she was, at least for now.

      She’d sent a hawk from the hotel with word that she was on her way—short notice, but that wasn’t her problem—and when she arrived early that afternoon, the gate was open, and Stysha N’nareth was sitting in her office, waiting for her. The walls and desk were made of plain polished wood, as was the floor. A few framed documents hung on the walls, but other than that the room was unadorned.

      Rina was taken aback by the fact that the importer didn’t employ a secretary. There wasn’t even a foyer or waiting room, and N’nareth greeted Rina in person. She was stout and withered, with wisps of whitish-gray hair reaching out at various angles from her head, disregarding the array of glass hairpins that attempted to hold it all together. Her clothes were fine silks and linens, all red and amber. She looked like a beggar in stolen garments, complete with a large, crooked nose.

      Rina bowed.

      “Rina Saalesh, I presume,” N’nareth said, her tone pleasant.

      Her voice was low and as craggy as her face, but strong.

      “Call me Rina. There’s no need for formality among friends.” Her N’naradin was slow, but her accent was good.

      The old woman chuckled. “So we’re friends already, are we?” She gestured for Rina to sit on one of the two identical wooden chairs on the other side of her desk, padded in thin, reddish leather.

      Rina smiled, bowed again, less deeply than before, and sat, crossing her legs and laying an arm across the back of the empty chair.

      “I’ve made my fortune with the belief that anyone who does business together is a friend, and you’ve confirmed it by receiving me on such short notice. Anyway, Xereks Lees always spoke well of you.”

      N’nareth continued to smile, but new lines sprouted around her eyes. “Ah, so Lees mentioned me?”

      Rina shrugged and looked at her manicured fingernails. “Only in passing. Until now, our interests have lain in different directions. Now…well, with everything…”

      N’nareth’s smile faded a fraction, and a vertical crease formed on her brow between her eyes. “Ah, yes. Quite unfortunate, isn’t it? I hear his assistant is under a veil of suspicion.”

      Rina’s eyes widened. “You don’t say? That’s unfortunate. I met Orvaan a few times. He seemed quite competent. Have they prosecuted yet?”

      N’nareth shrugged. “I was going to ask you. News from Eheene is old by the time it gets to Fom. No matter. Shall we get down to business?”

      “Of course.” Rina smiled. “As I’m sure Ka’id told you, I have some parts salvaged from a Ristro wreck that I want to unload here in Fom. Frankly, the Syndicate taxes the shit out of that sort of thing. They feel it’s their right on such finds. By their logic, it was never mine to begin with.”

      N’nareth nodded. “Yes, I’m familiar with Skalkaad tax law, but is it not a crime in Skalkaad to circumvent the High Merchant’s Syndicate?”

      “As you may note, we are not in Skalkaad.”

      N’nareth smiled. “Very well. Please continue.”

      “Ehrina Ka’id gave me your name as someone I might be able to work with. I would, of course, give you thirty percent of the net after her cut if you can find me a buyer. She said Lees’s former client sometimes has use for things more exotic than he could easily provide, and since I wish to sell as fast as possible, it seemed a good match.”

      N’nareth’s widened her eyes. “Thirty percent?”

      “It’s small compared to the ninety-five percent tax imposed by the Syndicate, even after I pay Ka’id her considerable fee. I think you’d find me a generous business partner if we were to move forward together.”

      N’nareth studied the woman across from her a moment and nodded. “Forgive me if I’m suspicious about working with someone whose reputation rises from rumor.”

      Rina chuckled. “Nothing to apologize for. It’s one reason I insisted on meeting you. You may have also heard that I prefer to do business seldom and in person.”

      N’nareth raised her eyebrows. “Seldom? You have a prolific reputation.”

      “Business done well has no need to be done often. There’s more to life than work.”

      “I see. That’s not without wisdom.”

      “You have a reputation, too.” Rina smiled and leaned forward, green eyes glittering. “One for caution and prudence. Two things I prefer in a business partner. Especially under circumstances such as these. How could I take offense, when you display such qualities with me?”

      “Well, I’m glad my reputation precedes me as well.” N’nareth paused and looked thoughtful. “I would need to examine your merchandise before I could say whether I can help you. And of course, the final decision won’t be up to me. I must warn you that the buyer Ka’id mentioned has already found a normal supplier for the more exotic items, and had entered into a contract with him even before Lees’s troubles. The price he quotes may not be worth your time if he makes an offer at all.” Her smile was apologetic.

      “That brings me to another reason I’ve made the journey here.”

      “Go on.”

      “I would be much more comfortable meeting this buyer before any sales were final. After all, our nations aren’t always on friendly terms, and as I said, I prefer to do business in person.”

      N’nareth frowned. “As much as I may respect that, I very much doubt that he would be willing to meet with you. He’s a private person and considers his work to be important.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      “Mm. Nevertheless, I can say with near certainty that he will outright decline any meeting with you. You must understand, the Tidal Works—if you’ll forgive me for saying so—is what keeps Fom independent from the Merchant’s Syndicate and their monopoly on naphtha. I’m afraid he’ll be wary of anyone from Eheene sniffing around his research. No offense to you.”

      “Of course.” Rina’s smile was gaunt.

      “I can give you my own personal assurances that he uses such equipment only in his research. None of it will be used for Fom’s modest military or anything of that sort. I try not to trade in such matters. Arms dealing can degenerate into an ugly, unpredictable business.”

      “Perhaps, you could inform him that I have an apolitical reputation and harbor neither any love nor respect for the High Merchants of Skalkaad. If I did, I wouldn’t be here in an attempt to circumvent them.”

      N’nareth made an apologetic wave of her arms. “I understand your situation. I just fear it would be unlikely to help if I were to explain it to him. Especially since he’s already procured another source for similar items. Again, I would still be happy to approach him to buy with me as the intermediary, in the same capacity I worked for Mr. Lees.”

      “Ah, well, that’s all well and good.” Rina began to stand. “However, if I don’t know him and cannot hope to know him, then—”

      “I didn’t say it was impossible,” N’nareth said, a little too fast, as her commission stood to take her leave. “Just very unlikely. Perhaps you could at least leave me with your hotel. I’ll approach him with a list of your merchandise and your terms. There is a chance, however slim, that he may accept your offer, under the condition that you two would only meet if he agreed to buy beforehand. With the understanding that either of you could back out of the agreement without penalty if either party were for some reason displeased with the meeting after it had taken place.”

      Rina looked reluctant. “I suppose if such an arrangement is clear between all, I could make an exception. Without mutual understanding and compromise, we’re only animals after all.”

      N’nareth smiled, sincerely this time. “Excellent. Since there’s a good chance he won’t need your wares anyway, I’m sure I can find another buyer within a few weeks. A month at the most.”

      “I hope that won’t be necessary.” Rina frowned. “I may not have that much time before work calls me back to Eheene.”

      “We shall see. I’ll contact you after I speak with him. Early next week.” N’nareth stood with Rina to shake her hand.

      Rina flashed her a smile as she bowed, then left.
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        * * *

      

      Lees’s buyer, whoever he was, would have records of what he was getting from Eheene. With a little luck, they might even say who was paying for it. N’nareth probably had some version as well, but Syrina was willing to bet they’d just be lists of serial numbers, useless by themselves, and she’d rather meet the buyer, in any case.

      If Lees was just pocketing the extra tin without recording it to avoid the taxes, that would be the end of it. But if this buyer was getting free equipment, it still begged the question, why?

      Before anything, though, she needed to make sure the buyer had a reason to deal with her at all. If he thought his work was as important as N’nareth implied, Syrina was sure he’d be desperate enough to deal with anyone if he had to, and she had a good idea where to start.
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      There were quite a few Ristroans in Fom—descendants of Corsairs and those who’d converted to the Church. Syrina had assumed a guy like the one she’d seen go into N’nareth’s place would be easy to track down, but there were about a hundred thousand Ristroans living in the city out of its five million citizens, and at least  half of them maintained their native customs and dress, whatever allegiance they swore to the N’naradin Heavens.

      Syrina couldn’t take a lot of time finding the man she needed. If the mystery buyer got back to N’nareth and told her he had all the Ristroan parts he needed, thank you very much, she doubted she would get another chance to change his mind.

      She gave a passing thought to spending another day or two in the ferns outside the office to see if the pirate turned up a second time, but she didn’t know enough about how N’nareth conducted her business. It might be months before the Ristroan needed to meet with her again.

      She spent an afternoon deliberating by way of getting drunk on rice spirits, dressed in the skin of a diminutive dock worker, in the seediest bar she could find—a place just a few blocks from Tower Five called The Whore’s Crack. She found herself hoping for a brawl to break out around her so she could get involved and clear her head a bit, but the few other customers huddled at the bar seemed too depressed to put forth that much effort. As she sat there, rocking back and forth in front of her sixth cup, she decided she might as well try the only other person she’d met in Fom. At least he and the Ristroan worked with the same importer.

      Reluctantly, she concentrated a few minutes to purge the alcohol from her system, slipped into a quiet alley where she could relieve herself behind a midden heap, and went back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Helrith Caff’s office was in another affluent parish not far from the arenas and the Market Triangle. All the buildings were whitewashed limestone and plaster, two and three stories high, with steep red tile roofs that glistened in the drizzle.

      A tiny, sallow dark-skinned woman with jaundiced, watery eyes ambled down one of the dim streets that spiked from the cluster of arenas in the center of the parish. She flicked her black locks from her face by flipping her head, and her neck strained from grinding her teeth—a common side effect of delezine addiction—as she scanned up and down the streets, looking at the houses. She wore a cheap, clean white shirt with cuffs that reached halfway to her elbows, and a worn tan riding coat, dark with oil to keep out the damp, and its tails dragged on the ground. The streets were crowded—as always in Fom—but she received a wide berth when people noticed that her skin bore the same unhealthy yellow tinge as her green eyes, and the backs of her hands and spots on her forehead were flaking and cracked.

      She approached a house as the night grew brighter with the Eye rising somewhere above the fog, and paused in the gloom of a nearby alley. Behind her, a vent to the Tidal Works sculpted into a trio of dancing fish began to sputter tepid, oily steam.

      A few minutes later, a large white and silver owl with tufted black feathers like horns and speckled wings floated down from the low clouds to settle on the dripping eves, studying the street with wide eyes. A sign dangling above the door depicted a quill inside a triangle, the N’naradin symbol for an accounting firm.

      After a while, the lights went out in the office, and the owl took wing back up into the mist. A minute later, Helrith Caff and another man came out, locked both doors and the gate, bid each other goodnight, and headed off in opposite directions. After another few minutes, the sickly woman headed off in the same direction as Caff. Every once in a while, she would pause at an intersection, but invariably chose the same way he’d gone. The faint calls of an owl hooted from somewhere above the roofs.

      In fifteen minutes, Caff arrived at his home in a building that looked much like his office—one of the white blocky, red-roofed townhouses that crowded down both sides of the street. The owl glided down to perch above the door, eyes wide as it watched the woman approach a few minutes later.

      Without hesitation, the Ristroan went up to the porch and kicked in the heavy front door with strength shocking for her small size and sickly appearance. A little girl playing with wooden toy camels in the foyer screamed and began to cry as she fled deeper into the house, calling for her mother. The intruder ignored her and marched into the living room. Caff sat in a puffy green velvet chair in the corner, next to the lacy, abstract ceramic sculpture that connected to the Tidal Works and heated his home, which, even in the summer, was chilly and damp. His shoes were off, his jacket draped across the back of the chair, but he was still dressed in his gray and brown day clothes. A book lay open in his lap, and a glow lamp sprouted from the floor behind him to hiss yellow light over his shoulder.

      He leaped up, the book falling to the floor, and stumbled a few steps backward, his eyes wide with fear. The little girl and her mother were both hiding, but their whimpers could be heard coming down the stairs that led up from the foyer.

      “Heaven, grant us mercy!” Caff screamed, and took another step back until he pressed against the elaborate radiator, which was hissing and ticking with building heat.

      The woman drew a long ceramic knife from her belt but didn’t raise it. “Relax. We am here only a person to find.”

      Her accent was thick, strange.

      Caff blinked at her. She sat down in his chair and turned it to face him, gracefully nudging the fallen book out of the way with her foot, before raising her leg to rest it on the ticking sculpture and block Caff between it and the wall. She kept the knife out.

      “What do you about the business associates of Stysha N’nareth know?” She balanced the knifepoint on the tip of her finger, concentrating on the blade, but glancing at Caff out of the corner of her eye.

      Her corneas were a brilliant green, a contrast to the watery yellow around them.

      “What?” He seemed taken aback.

      The woman frowned and leaned forward, her leg still blocking him in as she pointed the white blade at his stomach.

      “Every time we must repeat, you will one finger lose.”

      He tried to back up more but could only press into the heater, which was now hot enough to make him wince.

      “What? I mean, I don’t know. I don’t know any of them. I’ve met a few, but I don’t know them. I’m just an accountant. I don’t deal with her business. I don’t meet her clients. Just the numbers. No names.” He began to cry.

      The woman looked uncomfortable. She leaned back into the cushions of the chair and started balancing the knifepoint again, this time on the back of her hand. She still didn’t drop her leg, and Caff seemed too flustered to try to climb over it.

      “We am for a man like us looking. Ristroan.” Her eyes intent on the knife. “Do you a man like that who business does with Miss N’nareth know?”

      Caff wiped his face with his sleeve, trying to sort out the question. “What? No. I mean, I’ve seen a guy a few times. In her office. I mean, I’ve seen him, not… I don’t know him. I don’t even know his name. Is that what you’re trying to ask? Why don’t you just ask N’nareth?”

      “This man, green gems in his head?”

      Caff’s voice shook. “Yes.”

      The woman nodded. “The lady N’nareth needs know of us not. Understand? We to you come because you N’nareth knows, and she the man knows. He who can something from our employer take and to Fom come, to hide and not be found thinks he. But we him will find, Mister Caff, because we you found and you will us everything you know tell, or fingers…” The woman shrugged.

      Caff’s eyes grew wide again. “What?” He said again, confusion and terror plain on his face. “I don’t know anything else, I swear. No name, I told you. Nothing. N’nareth doesn’t do names. Not on paper. Just numbers. Please. I have a family…” He began to cry again.

      “That all?” She waved the knife vaguely.

      “He’s from the Lip, I think. Or he keeps shop there. N’nareth mentioned something once. Unless there’s another guy. If there’s another, I don’t…” He seemed to realize he was rambling and sucked in a shuddering breath, wiped his face with his sleeve. “That’s it. That’s all I know. Please.”

      The woman looked at him a long time, making a show of it. Then she stood and gave him a traditional Corsair bow, her arms out and one leg extended.

      “To your wife and child, our apologies.” She left through the broken door.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina headed toward the Lip after ditching the Ristroan woman on a rooftop, which she hoped she could find later. She didn’t relish the idea of mixing that particular skin tone a second time if she needed to use the girl again, and she thought she might be able to improve on it if she ever had the time. And she wasn’t looking forward to dyeing her eyes again if she didn’t have to. They still burned and watered. It had been a mistake to go overboard with the disguise like that without a good reason.

      The rain poured, and she hopped from rooftop to rooftop without a sound on the clay tiles, scaling the stucco walls of the higher buildings when she had to. It wasn’t late when she left Caff’s house, but it was morning by the time she reached the northern tip of Fom, known as the Lip. No sign or wall advertised that she was there, but the line that separated the Lip from the rest of the city was no less abrupt for the lack of one. High buildings built from stone became wooden single- and two-story shacks that crowded on top of each other from one block to the next. Every street was a narrow alley or dead end or both, and even narrower stairs descended into the old quarries. The crash of waves against cliffs was close enough to be heard and far away enough that it was impossible to know which direction the sound was coming from.

      The Lip comprised only a fifteenth of the land of the Crescent City, but it contained an eighth of the population. They lived within the layers of quarry tunnels and on the trellis of bridges and platforms running down the face of the northern cliffs, dangling all the way to the high tideline.

      The rest of Fom kept its cliffs clear so the sea could flow in and out of the Tidal Works, but there were no machines beneath the Lip. None of the hot running water, central heating, or glow bulbs that the rest of Fom was famous for. The old quarries here were lawless warrens filled with escaped prisoners, refugees, and the insane. At least, that’s what people in Eheene said. But Syrina wasn’t going to believe anything until she saw it for herself.

      Whatever else the Lip was, it was also a maze. There was no way she would find the still-nameless man she was looking for by wandering around and hoping for blind luck. She needed another face, and for that, she needed either privacy and a few raw materials or to go all the way back to Rina’s hotel to do-up something more professional. She didn’t want to take another day to go back to the hotel, and the Ristroan girl she’d just taken off didn’t fit with what she had in mind.

      The materials to make false skin were common enough once you knew what they were, if you weren’t too picky about your apparent health, so that wasn’t a problem. Good pigment was harder, but the light was poor in the best parts of Fom and downright dark in the Lip. The clothes—well, there were clothes everywhere, so that was easy. There was nothing she could do about hair, but bald men didn’t draw attention.

      Privacy proved to be the hardest thing to come by. She had to go to a rooftop garden almost a whole span back into Fom where she could take the hour or so she needed to do a decent job on the disguise. Triglav circled overhead and hooted to her when someone was coming.

      She ended up being a bald, pale effeminate man with a broken nose and what might be a mild case of jaundice. It wouldn’t have been her first or fifth choice to look for a businessman, even if he was a pirate, but it would do. She decided she’d used too much yellow again, but at least no one would think she was working for the Church.

      Syrina filled out the image with some ill-fitting, colorless clothes that looked like they’d been stitched from sacks. She didn’t have any shoes, so she muddied her feet until it covered her tattoos, and hoped no one would pay too much attention to them.

      Letting Triglav ride around on her shoulder was a gamble. It drew a lot of attention, and there was a chance, however small, that someone here might’ve heard about Rina’s pet on the ship from Eheene, but she was willing to take the chance. Even if someone had heard about Rina, they probably weren’t going to place the small under-nourished peasant on the Lip with her. People saw what they understood, and putting one-and-one together was too big of a reach for most. At worst she could explain it away as one of Rina’s errand boys, though she didn’t want to get Rina involved if she could help it. The bottom line was, the more attention she got, the more likely that the pirate would come to her just to shut her up.

      The stink of human hit her first when she first stepped into the quarries. A stench of sweat and excrement and sex and death was unfiltered by fresh air or breeze and blanketed with the tang of wood smoke and fish and saltwater.

      The second shock was the ant-like efficiency of the swarm of people existing in the tunnels. Some of the passages were so narrow that barely one person could fit through at a time, but it didn’t seem to slow the thousands pressing past each other through the maze of corridors. They maneuvered through halls most of them had lived in all their lives, with grace not even Syrina could come close to matching. She was glad she’d decided to wear the face. The tattoos would never hide her here in the constant press of bodies.
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        * * *

      

      Children were the only ones not smart enough to stay away from the little sick man with the owl. But there were children everywhere, playing in alcoves and chasing each other around the legs of the adults, playing tag or picking the pockets of the unwary. They paid the man no heed, even when grownups hissed their disapproval.

      Everyone else gave the little man as wide a berth as they were able to, and after a few forks, he came to a wider passage where vendors had set up in alcoves along one wall.

      “Machinery?” he asked each one. “You know, foreign stuff? Special stuff? Know what I mean? You know where to buy something like that? Not for me, of course, of course. For the boss.”

      And the owl on his shoulder would blink at the crowd around them in the hazy air, sleepy and curious.

      The vendors balked, shaking their heads, and muttered, “Nothing like that here.”

      But the rumor of his presence spread like fire through the tunnels before him, and after an hour or two they shook their heads at the owl man before he even had a chance to ask any questions.

      By the time the clouds had lightened into day and darkened again the next evening, he was an expected presence, and he got an occasional nod further into the maze, toward the cliffs or further down into the tunnels.

      Many hours later, he emerged on a platform of wet unfinished wood a few levels above the incoming tide smashing into the rocks below. Fishing sheds and lean-tos lined the limestone wall, and ladders of wood lashed together with rotting rope led down to the lower tiers. It was still night, but the glow of Fom lit the clouds from beneath and bathed the Lip in a sickly brownish glow. Thick wooden beams jutting from the cliff face supported the platforms. There were nine or ten tiers between the top and the dark line at the bottom which marked high tide. Black openings on each level led into the tunnels, and almost vertical stairs cut into the rock led to the crush of shanties on the top.

      A crude breakwater extended about a quarter-span out, a jagged tumbling of huge boulders and discarded blocks of stone piled up during low tide in a futile attempt to quell the sea. It was illegal to port in Fom anywhere but the harbor, but they told stories of smuggler captains and murderous pirates docking along the Lip even in Eheene. Even with the breakwater and at half-tide, the waves smashed and writhed against the rocks, and it was only possible to dock along the Lip when the tide was at its peak. Murderous or not, they would need to be insane to anchor there.

      The little man climbed down to the lowest platform, the incoming sea crashing and boiling some forty hands below. The structure he stood in front of was about fifty hands long and made from water-warped wood that leaned against the mossy rock. A short pier jutted less than thirty hands further out from the shack’s low entrance, suspended over the water by a stout beam beneath it. Two frayed ropes tied the end to the tier above. A big, tangled fishing net hung along the windowless wall of the lean-to, but it was dry and stiff as if it hadn’t been used in years.

      The owl blinked once and floated up into the Fom mist.
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        * * *

      

      Syrina realized it had been getting lighter outside only after she stepped into the shanty and was engulfed by darkness. At first, she thought it was empty, but her eyes adjusted, and she saw a battered table hunched beneath a lone pane-less window at the far end of the structure. It looked like it had been hammered together from the same gray driftwood as the shack. Behind it sat the silhouette of a man.

      When the figure stood, emeralds glittered across his scalp, but the rest of his features were still swallowed in shadows. Syrina wondered what the Corsair did in there so early in the morning, sitting in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The owl man, now owl-less, peered around in the dim light for a chair and didn’t see one. Instead, he dragged an empty crate from the clutter up to the table and tipped it on its side. He plopped down onto it with a tired grunt.

      “Hello,” the man behind the desk said. “My name is Velnapasi. I hear you’ve caused quite a commotion in your search for certain things you believe you can find. Such a commotion that I’ve waited here all night for you despite a strong desire for a hot meal and my bed. I would suggest you explain to me what you seek and why you think I of all people can assist you. Strange things happen to strange people asking strange questions on the Lip.” He smiled, the expression barely visible in the weak light.

      “Please forgive me for the intrusion,” the little man whined, sounding scared enough to satisfy the pirate. “I’m Gerid. My employer sent me here with only the intention of—”

      “I am no fool to be conned,” Velnapasi whispered, his veneer of pleasantness dropping with his voice. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here, or I’ll toss you to the sea and be done with it.”

      The little man stared at Velnapasi a long time, green eyes glittering under sallow lids.

      “You’re selling smuggled Ristroan goods through an importer named Stysha N’nareth,” Gerid said.

      “A dangerous accusation. Unfortunately, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I already grow weary of listening.”

      “Come on,” Gerid sneered, fear gone from his face. “I know what I know. You know what I know. You tell me not to screw around. Then why you going to screw around with me? You got nothing else to do, sitting around here in the dark?”

      The green gems in his skull glittered in the growing light, but Velnapasi didn’t speak.

      Gerid continued. “Your sales, they’re interfering with my boss’s business. He wants them to stop for one month. In return, you get quadruple whatever profits you would make from N’nareth.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “To prove his intentions are honest, my boss will get you half your payment within the next two days, as long as you say yes. That’s double up front what you’d make this whole month off N’nareth if you can’t do the math, but I bet you can. No tin shows? You can call off the deal. If it does show—and it will—then at the end of the month, you get the other half. That is, of course, as long as you hold up your end of the bargain.”

      Velnapasi leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. “Who do you work for?”

      The little man shrugged. “My boss thinks you’re getting paid enough that you don’t need to know. I’m sure there are a million things you could tell N’nareth that won’t raise too many eyebrows. It’s a dangerous business you’re in. Problems come up.”

      The pirate nodded and chewed on his tongue.

      Finally, he grinned. “Fine. If I get the tin, I’ll stockpile for a month.”

      Gerid stood and bowed. “Leave your numbers under the right side of that rotten fishing net you’ve got hanging outside before tonight. Oh, and the boss says to tell you, please feel free to round up, but if you take the money and rescind, things won’t go well for you.”

      Velnapasi coughed a laugh. “I’m sure that’s true. Fine. You’ve got your boss a deal. But tell him if he tries to screw me, things won’t go well for him either.”

      Gerid smiled, revealing brown teeth. “I’m sure.” He bowed again. “Keep an eye out for your first payment.”

      Then he stepped out the door and vanished into the Lip.
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