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Chapter 1 Qat




	6th day of Zamdi, 14,887

	Gifted Anchor, Shipdurn River, Zedana

	Why should I bother saving when I live between land and sea and can steal anything I want? Even so, this job will feed me for some time. 

	If I don’t leave a blood trail.

	Or get caught.

	The Gifted Anchor is a large enough ship that I’ve been able to pose as several different people on board. Tonight, brown contact lenses hide my whiskey-colored eyes. My bronze hair is under a stained kerchief, and my clothes are cabin attendant drab. 

	If all goes well, this job will be over soon, and I’ll have enough coin that I won’t need to find another one anytime soon.

	I descend the stairs to the passenger staterooms, my sea legs automatically adjusting as the ship lurches slightly. The hall spans the ship's length, with cabins on each side. At the third door on the left, I insert my pick and release the cabin door’s lock with an indiscernible click, making much less noise than I would have using my key. Inside, the passenger cabin suite is small compared to a standard hotel room but enormous by ship standards. It’s almost twice the size of Captain Rogen’s cabin on the Raven Scream, where I learned my trade.

	Shadows are my friend, but this cabin’s lit up like it’s the Longest Night celebration. I extinguish the lanterns. In a blink, the room fades into shades of blue and black. Details slowly sharpen as my pupils expand, and I can read the clock on the bedside table within seconds.

	I slip my hand drill from my boot and bore several holes in the sides and top of a large trunk. I toss the shavings and a few articles of Truffle’s clothing in the bottom to soak up the blood, if there is any. 

	If there is any. 

	Ha. There will be blood. 

	Bernhard Truffle’s blood.

	I remove all but Truffle’s morning suit from the wardrobe and fill several trunks with the stuff. The ship tilts starboard, and in my peripheral vision, I catch something tumbling off the nightstand. I leap forward and grab the back cover of a notebook before it hits the floor, and a sheet of paper slips partway out. The paper is thick and smooth and resists when I flick it open. A distinctive sea serpent crest embossed in gold leaf and a list of items and prices fill the page. The sea serpent crest is familiar. The same one is on Truffle’s ring. The ring I need to get paid.

	I hear footsteps in the hall and hold my breath, tucking the note into my waistband. 

	The sole of an open-heeled sandal double-taps and slides on the hallway’s wooden floor. Then again and again as the person approaches the room. I exhale a sigh of relief, recognizing the sound. The woman next door seldom flexes her toes enough to lift the shoe’s heel off the floor. 

	I’m annoyed that I didn’t hear her coming sooner. It’s dangerous to be so engrossed that I don’t notice the sound of footsteps. Especially ones so distinct.

	Her door opens. She rustles around, and the bed squeaks. Next, a cork pops—probably from the bottle of elixir sitting next to the picture of her late husband. 

	I smile. One. Two. Three…and she’s snoring.

	I finish my preparations and settle in to wait. Truffle’s usually the last passenger to retire, so I could be here a while.

	Next down the hall is the stag party. The university schoolmates are already celebrating their friend’s last few nights of freedom, even though the groom is in Riversmeet waiting for them to arrive. 

	Eventually, the remaining guests straggle to their rooms, mostly in pairs. 

	Finally, Truffle’s unsteady feet and toneless humming stop outside the door. He drops his key. He’s sloshed for sure. 

	I blend into the shadows as he opens the door. A miasma of cheap cigars and expensive wine wafts in ahead of him. 

	“Thought I left the lights on,” he slurs, fumbling for the wall lantern. “Where is it?” He fiddles with the cover.

	While he’s distracted by the light fixture, I flick the door closed. The noise of the lantern hood opening drowns out the click as the door shuts. I creep closer and tap his knees from behind. 

	“What the—?” His legs collapse, and he falls back against me. 

	“Ooof!” I can’t stop the sound. Bernhard is taller than me by a hand and heavier than I expected. 

	Before he has time to figure out what’s happening, I pull his head back with my right hand, resting most of his weight on my chest while my left arm sweeps over his shoulder, and I slide a ha-sheesh-shun blade between his ribs—a little rougher than Captain Rogen taught me. I jerk the handle. The blade is so sharp, I barely feel the tip piercing the heart wall, but I know it does because when he gasps, his full weight falls into me. I stumble before I catch myself and take a step sideways, using my grip around his neck to angle his body toward the trunk nearby. With less finesse than usual, I let him fall headfirst, pulling the blade free. 

	There is blood. But I’m not finished. 

	Rogen taught me that bloated stomach gas will bring a dead body to the water’s surface in a few days. A few holes in his belly will fix that. When I’m done, I wipe the blade clean and slip it into my sleeve. Next, I fold his legs in, but one doesn’t fit. The trunk moves when I push harder. I roll it against the wall and shove hard to bend his leg, using the leverage my new position gives me. The knee finally pops, and I wedge the leg inside.

	I should feel something after all that, but I don’t. Maybe a bit upset that I misjudged his weight and almost dropped him, but other than that, my pulse is steady, and my breaths are slow and even. Some assassins feel sick or depressed after a job, but not me. I remember when I used to feel a thrill when I executed a perfect hit. Now, I can’t remember the last time I felt that good. I can’t remember the last time I felt much of anything outside of boredom or irritation.

	As soon as I close the trunk, I remember the ring. Annoyed, I reopen the lid.

	The band is tight on his swollen finger, but I wrench it free and stare at the gold figure amidst the blue stone. Remembering the note, I remove it and compare the two designs. Yep, the sea monster is the same on both pieces. I congratulate myself on that, at least, and stow them in a pocket. Before closing the lid, I grab the coin purse from his waistcoat, but I don’t take anything else. That’s another thing the captain taught me. Never steal on a hit job. Nothing will get you caught for murder like hocking a mark’s stuff. Coins don’t count, though. They can be found anywhere.

	The lock clicks, and I do a quick sweep of the room. Servants will empty the room and transport Truffle’s baggage in the morning. They’ve gotten to know Truffle’s habits, so the room needs to be perfect. It’s not. Something’s out of place. I double-check everything again before I realize what it is. The bed. Truffle never makes his bed, and I don’t want to tip off the room steward, so I jump on the bed and kick the blankets around, then trample his pillow. That feels better.

	Truffle doesn’t usually do breakfast, and I overheard him say he doesn’t have an appointment in town until tomorrow afternoon. No one will miss him until then.

	The room looks packed and ready to be unloaded in the morning. But I still feel I’m forgetting something.

	The notepad. I don’t remember placing it back on the nightstand, but there it is. I flip through the pages, but it’s written in code. That must mean it’s important. I tuck it in my waistband and slip back into the hall, hiding my bronze hair beneath a deckhand cap instead of the kerchief—the only difference between them and cabin attendants. I wheel the trunk behind me and time its release into the water to coincide with the disposal of food scraps and galley waste.

	I wipe my hands together as if to say, ‘Don’t pay any attention to me. Just taking out the trash.’

	7th day of Zamdi, 14,887

	Riversmeet, Zedana

	The Bernhard Truffle who debarks the following morning is shorter by a pinch, and the serpent ring on my middle finger is slightly looser than it should be. But no one notices.

	I’m that good. 

	Just in case, I do what I do best. I disappear. I merge with a shadow, steal garments, and alter my appearance often. I change course frequently, using the roof, a busy market, and a cart passing by. 

	Once I’ve reached midtown, I climb to the rooftops and head for one of my favorite napping spots. At least, it was when I used to live here. Maybe someone else is using it now? I find the hidden—and empty—nook, lie back, and close my eyes. I’ve been working double shifts since we boarded, and I’m exhausted. The sun feels so good. I press my arms over my head and stretch my whole body from fingers to toes until my muscles quiver, then melt into the warm shingles.

	I wake up a few hours later, refreshed and ready to get paid. Truffle’s coin purse is heavy, but I groan when I see what’s inside. Not again! Several coins are from a currency I don’t recognize, which may mean I won’t be able to trade them here in Riversmeet. Thankfully, most are zeds—Zedanian gold coins—plus a few silver shims and copper clinks. There are also a few precious stones. That’ll help, considering that the ship’s wages I received still don’t compensate me for my work to pull off this job. Not yet, at least. 

	I sit up and stretch, then drop to street level. 

	Back to the wharf to check in with the dock rats—children with nowhere to go and nothing to do but watch and listen. That’s where all the best news comes from. I listen to the listeners. 

	Fortunately, there’s nothing to hear, so I check for recent marks left by people like me. A few drops of oil, a bent nail, or a charcoal smear on the side of a barrel might not mean anything to the public, but those trained to read the signs—like me—will understand. 

	There are no signs indicating that a dead body in a trunk was found floating in the river.

	Just the way it should be.

	The meetup is a few streets over. I enter through the window. It only takes a few minutes to inspect the place. The two rooms are mostly empty, with only a small office and storage area with a few broken and empty crates. I make myself comfortable and wait, keeping an eye on the door. 

	An hour past our meeting time, I start pacing. Is it strange that I only get impatient on a job while waiting for my pay? I’m annoyed and about to go when I hear someone outside. I melt into the shadows as something bangs into the swollen door. A dwarf stumbles inside when it finally gives. 

	“When are they gonna fix this fuck’n thing?” he mutters.

	The Stripeback dwarf has distinctive white stripes in his black hair. A scar pulls his bottom lip to the left, matching the description of the guy I’m supposed to meet. The holes in his shirt say he needs his commission for this job as much as I need my pay. I wait in the shadows as he lights a lantern and places it on the table.

	“You’re late,” I say.

	He jumps back, nearly tripping over his feet. “How’d you get in here?”

	Instead of answering, I flip the sea-serpent ring into the air, catching the metal with my nail so it tings before it tumbles. That catches his attention. 

	“Oh,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “Are you Qat? Is it his?”

	Who else would I be? Without answering, I pocket the ring and head to the door. Why would I be here if it wasn’t Truffle’s?

	“Wait!”

	The dwarf’s strangled words almost make me smile, but I suppress it, pleased at the desperation I hear in his tone. He wants it more than I want my payment. Or so I want him to think. 

	I turn and wait.

	“What’s your problem?” he asks, trying to take back the leverage he gave me.

	I raise one brow. He’s not getting it back.

	“Never mind, let me see it.” He holds his hand out.

	“You have my gold?” I ask instead, even though the cords keeping his coin purse from falling down his pant leg are hanging over his waistband. From the number of loops tangled together, he has more than one.

	“Of course I have it!” The dwarf glares at me as he tugs his shirt to cover the purse strings. 

	Idiot.

	Nearly a minute of forced silence goes by as he peers around the room and over his shoulder. “Don’t touch anything,” he finally says.

	Does he think I haven’t already touched everything worth being touched, which is next to nothing? He steps into the storage room and closes the door, leaving only a few inches of space between it and the door jamb.

	“Ten, nine, eight.” I smile when he swears. 

	He returns before I reach four. “Keep your boots on.” He tosses a small pouch on the table between us. 

	I don’t move toward it. The contents are too sparse. Instead, I narrow my eyes.

	“It’s your fault,” he says, wiping the spit from his damaged lip. “They know he’s missing.” 

	He’s lying. I narrow my eyes further. 

	He steps back, and his cheeks darken. With guilt, I’d bet. Who does he think he’s dealing with? An amateur? Does he think I’ve done nothing since the ship docked?

	I tamp down my anger. I’m so tired of this shit. If I were with a guild, this wouldn’t happen. The guild secures contracts, delegates tasks, and pays timely. But joining a guild means that too many people would know my whereabouts. Freelancing means it’s only me and the one who hires me. And possibly the one who took out the contract, although they seldom get involved in the details of who or how.

	I move so light from the table lantern shines directly into my translucent blue contact lenses. My pupils adjust to the light, narrowing and elongating as I knew they would. He visibly blanches and shrinks back.

	I don’t give him time to verify what he saw. I may have gone too far as it is. I’ve tried to keep my pupils well-hidden since leaving the Raven Scream. They’re a rare trait except amongst the kadal and a few lesser-known reptilian-like species. I lack scales that would mark me as one of them, among other things, like a tail. Which makes me an oddity. No. Mine are cat-like and could give me away if someone—and by someone, I mean Captain Rogen—has people looking out for them.

	“Three,” I hiss at him.

	He jerks away. 

	“Two,” I say, drawing one of my favorite daggers. The blade is made from several metals combined to create a wavy pattern that twists, turns, and mesmerizes. I point it at his crotch.

	“Okay!” He reaches into the front of his baggy pants and pulls out a much larger pouch. “This is the full amount,” he says. 

	It hits the table, and the coins clink inside the bag. Too few coins still.

	I raise my brow. 

	He pockets the smaller bag. “Now, let—”

	“I took a closer look at the ring while waiting for you.” I watch him closely for his reaction. 

	Another rule I learned from the captain is to keep people off balance. ‘Change the topic lightning fast,’ he’d say. ‘Interrupt them. Answer their question with a question, but don’t wait for an answer. Eventually, you’ll wear them down and get an honest answer, even if only from their expression.’ I saw him do it so often. I hear his phrases come out of my mouth sometimes, even without thinking about it.

	The dwarf doesn’t even blink. I doubt he knows the translation for the engraving on the inside of the ring: Sati lida ane tari takaro. I don’t either, though I wish I did. It might have something to do with why Truffle needed to be assassinated. The same saying circles the sea monster emblem on that piece of paper. The one still tucked away in my waistband. 

	The phrase and the crest connect the ring and the list. Since I recognized a few items on the list as relics, I’m guessing they’re artifacts for sale. Maybe for auction? They’re probably mostly fakes. Like the Thunderlight Trident. The real one was used to slay the kraken, Akxoss. That story is one of the oldest myths on Oram. Why would someone like Truffle have access to an artifact like that? He’s not that wealthy. The auction may not even be legal.

	“I know what it is.” I’m bluffing, of course, but I say it with confidence. 

	The ring is special. I feel it. The question is, though, how special? Although Truffle wore several rings, only the serpent one was acceptable for payment.

	Maybe I should keep it?

	The temptation is brief. I have no interest in hunting down whatever treasure this might bring me. Too much trouble.

	Unfortunately, my hook gets no bites. The dwarf looks confused. Maybe he doesn’t know about Truffle’s dealings, or perhaps he’s just a go-between.

	Well, it was worth a try. 

	I fling the ring into the air, and it arcs behind him. I swipe the pouch on the table and the one in his pocket when he reaches for the ring.

	I’m gone before he catches it.

	Like I said, I can steal anything I want.

	Anything, that is, except my life if Captain Rogen ever catches up to me. He’s a much better assassin than I’ve ever been and taught me everything I know. Like how to pick locks, read ship manifests, imitate accents, and drink whiskey straight. 

	And how to kill from behind with a ha-sheesh-shun knife to the heart. 

	Lucky for me, he’s saddled with a ship and crew. He doesn’t have the freedom I now enjoy. 

	I inhale the familiar aroma of moldering rigging combined with fish, sweat, and piss. I’ve traveled the eastern and central Oram waterways, raiding ships from the frozen lands of Alalngar in the north to Lagash’s swamps in the south, and there’s nothing like the scent of a busy wharf. 

	I detour toward the riverbank and along a short dock lined with trees. Tree branches skim the top of the water, giving me a perfect hiding spot to count my loot. The minty, earthy scent of damp leaves is strong, and for some reason, I’m reminded of the first time I met Rogen. I was young when I woke up on Captain Rogen’s ship, the Raven Scream, with a splitting headache and no memory—not of my name, age, or how I got there—with only a minty smell clinging to my clothes hinting where I’d been.

	Where I’d been? Could it have been here in Riversmeet? I shake my head. No. These trees grow all over Zedana. Besides, I don’t care.

	An ache starts in my chest, and for some reason, I can’t catch my breath. I need to get away from here, away from that scent. It’s suffocating me. 

	I jump up and start walking without any thought about my destination. 

	For twenty years, I’ve lived blissfully unaware of my beginnings. No ties. No responsibility. No one to worry about, and no one to worry about me. 

	At least, not since I left Captain Rogen and the crew of the Raven Scream.

	I like it that way.

	The ship’s first mate—Goffin the Black—was responsible for my leaving. He took something from me that I can never get back. I keep the memory of what he did tucked away in a chest banded in chains and triple-locked. I open that chest only when I need a reminder to stay on my guard, to keep vigilant, or to stay awake for days at a time when falling asleep could mean the difference between life and death. 

	If Goffin managed to survive our last encounter, I’ll kill him with my bare hands the next time I see him. 

	Like I might have done last time? 

	No. This time, there will be no room for doubt. 

	I’ll never forget the rank smell of his fear. His mouth had gaped wide, a half-chewed smill worm seeping black ink and staining his teeth. Those worms are how Goffin got his nickname. The first mate wasn’t breathing the last time I saw him, and the whites of his eyes were dotted with crimson when I jumped overboard holding the long end of my favorite scarf still looped around his neck. 

	I still mourn the loss of that scarf. More than I mourn the loss of my memory. 

	But Goffin’s as mean as they come. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were too stubborn to have died. I’d have finished the job if that nosy Uci hadn’t flown overhead. His eagle eyes probably saw everything. I was too distracted trying to kill Goffin to notice him until it was too late. It’s possible he saw me swimming away.

	That’s another lesson I learned that day. Keep one eye on the sky. 

	I’ve heard rumors that the captain’s been looking for me ever since. That’s never a good thing, and more evidence that Uci saw me. We were always competing, Uci and I. I spent my time in the eagle’s nest on the ship while he flew like an eagle high in the sky. I usually won our competitions. In the time it would take him to fly back to the ship, I’d often already warned the crew of trouble coming or a trophy ship on the horizon. 

	Uci never liked me or missed an opportunity to malign me. I bet he’d love to be the one who catches me.

	Well, you can’t catch a cat with a crow, I always say. 

	So, I keep running. 

	But before I do, I need to retrieve my things hidden in the Gifted Anchor’s hold.

	Anything to get away from the smell of my stolen past.

	

	
Chapter 2 Qrodin




	7th day of Zamdi, 14,887

	Riversmeet, Zedana

	“You don’t see me,” Qrodin says quietly, hiding the wave of irritation at the intrusion.

	“See you, see nothing,” comes a whisper from the nearby shadows.

	Resigned, Qrodin says, “See it all,” completing the secret code he and Talim made up when they roamed the city as orphans. As far as he knows, the Valore—Talim’s spies—still use it. “You may as well join me.”

	Qrodin had sensed Talim’s presence some time back but hadn’t been ready to see her. Had hoped she’d realize he wanted to be alone and leave. He’d sent her a message that he’d be arriving in Riversmeet soon, but didn’t say on which ship. He’s surprised she knew where he’d be, but he shouldn’t. Like most abandis, her short stature hides a keen brain. And her spies are everywhere. They used to be his spies, too, but he’s been away too long to know the members who’ve joined Talim’s network in the last few years.

	Talim is Qrodin’s oldest friend. They met here in Riversmeet. He couldn’t wait to leave this city. She never did. She’s been managing the Lightning Strike for him since he acquired the tavern all those years ago.

	He’s pleased to see her but wishes she hadn’t come here. Not to this place.

	“I didn’t want to bother you.” She makes almost no sound as she approaches.

	Then you shouldn’t have come, he thinks, but doesn’t say. “Why did you?”

	“I was curious.” When Qrodin doesn’t respond, she continues, “You used to come here all the time, but I never asked why.”

	And she’s asking now without asking aloud. That’s her way.

	He can’t tell her. The memory is still too painful.

	The pier looks much the same as it did twenty years ago. It still smells of spilled ale and mildewed hemp. The only visible changes are the vivid yellow paint on the warehouses and the new light fixtures positioned along the pier. Qrodin, having purchased all the buildings years ago, was responsible for those changes.

	Through the tree branches, Qrodin watches a passenger ship sail by with a batch of travelers. Once they’re gone, the area is deserted. 

	The willows are unusually still today, the tips of their branches soaking quietly in the water or lying passively on the ground. There’s no breeze to cool the sweat of early autumn from Qrodin’s brow. As if the sky is holding its breath, unwilling to disturb his memories of that eventful evening so long ago, the one that changed his life forever. The one that happened right here on this very pier.

	20 years ago

	Riversmeet, Zedana

	“Qrow! What are you doing here?” 

	“What am I doing? What are you doing here?” Qrodin asks his twin. He’d followed aem when ae’d slipped out of bed, snuck through the window of their traveling home on wheels, and crept into the back of one of the two waiting wagons. 

	“I want to see a real pirate.”

	Qrodin crawls in under the heavy canvas next to his twin. “What makes you think Ama’s meeting a pirate?” Qrow asks, shaking his head at the absurdity, but a little excited that it might be true. 

	“I heard Quinn say that meeting pirates in the middle of the night was too dangerous, and Ama needed protection. So, I’m going to protect aem.” 

	“Which is it?” Qrodin asks. “Did you want to see a pirate, or are you going to protect Ama?” 

	“Can’t it be both? Why did you follow me?” 

	“I came to protect you, as always,” Qrodin answers.

	His twin’s brow creases. “I don’t need your protection.”

	Qrodin doesn’t answer. Rounds of yes, you do, followed by no, I don’t, could go on forever.

	The wagon is nearly empty in preparation for the shipment that Ama’s picking up. The tarp will cover the items so nothing flies out on the way back to camp. Usually, when ae returns from these nighttime trips, they’re full of bales of cotton and wool, food, herbs, and dyes, as well as building materials and tools. Anything that can be used to make clothing, crafts, and musical instruments, fix broken-down wagons, or eat.

	“How are you going to protect Ama? You can’t even protect yourself,” Qrodin says.

	“With this!” His twin brandishes a knife.

	“Where’d you get that?” The knife looks expensive, and the blade is shiny, even in the near-complete darkness.

	“Stole it.”

	“Of course you did,” Qrodin says, scowling. His twin was very skilled in that department, even at barely eleven years old. When ae wasn’t running off causing trouble, Qrodin’s twin was practicing with blades: throwing, twirling, flipping, and catching them behind aer back. It’s a miracle that ae hasn’t lost any fingers. 

	Their family is Karatolii and part of a traveling group that entertains at each city they visit. Qrodin’s job is to play music while his twin collects the tips—though with aem, the onlookers don’t always know they’re tipping. His twin should have given the knife to Ama to be divided among the rest of their team. The Karatolii are like that. Everything belongs to everyone, but stealing isn’t acceptable, especially from customers. Ama says it causes animosity and distrust. Townsfolk won’t come to watch them if they steal from them when they do. Ama will be upset when ae finds out, but it won’t matter. His twin won’t change. And his twin steals.

	“Hey, do you think Ama will get some fish and chips while we’re there?” Qrodin asks. Ama often surprises them with treats.

	“I hope so. I want some stingers!” Qrodin’s sibling says. 

	Qrodin grimaces, remembering how the scorpion’s pointy tail pierced his tongue once. He couldn’t talk for days after.

	They are quiet when Quinn climbs into the wagon and grabs the reins. Ama must be driving the other one. 

	The wagon lurches along the bumpy dirt road, occasionally knocking them into each other. Eventually, they hear waves crashing against rocks. Maybe they will get to see a pirate tonight. Qrodin squirms in excitement and discomfort—he probably should have peed before he jumped in the wagon, but he didn’t think he had time. He won’t be able to hold it until they get back to camp. 

	Before long, they hear horse hooves on wood, and the wagon bumps steadily instead of dipping erratically. They’ve reached the docks. No matter how much he strains, he can’t hear any of the noises he expects from a busy harbor. He thought there’d be drunken sailors flirting or fighting. Instead, he hears loud clanking, ropes squeaking, and water sloshing. Perhaps it’s too late. Even sailors need to sleep.

	When the wagon slows, his twin lifts the corner of the canvas. The wagons come to a stop. Qrodin pulls the cloth back down until they hear Quinn jump from the driver’s seat and walk to Ama’s cart. Qrodin and his twin shimmy to the wagon’s edge and slip over the side. They scramble under the cart as silently as possible and watch Quinn and Ama walk to the end of the wooden pier that juts from the riverbank. 

	The night is so dark. 

	“Uman’s not going to play nice tonight,” Qrow’s twin says, scowling at the moon. “It’s a good thing we’re here.”

	Ama’ani taught us all about the moons and their personalities. Uman is only a sharp red curve tonight, like a hunter’s bow pulled taut. Ama’ani says that his mood changes with his shape. The pointier his ends, the more confrontational he becomes. As the God of War, that could mean anything from chasing after a lover to starting a war. 

	Tonight, Isa is the dominant moon, one night from full and more green than blue. Isa is as mercurial as her color. Green, the color of jealousy, means she’ll be looking to get back at someone. 

	Kuu, the silvery Goddess of Love, isn’t in the sky tonight. There’s nothing to keep Uman from picking on Isa. And nothing to keep Isa from getting back at him. 

	Unlike his twin, Qrodin doesn’t believe moons can influence events. The stories are just superstitions, but his twin believes them all. 

	In the low light, Ama’s shiny red scarf is nearly as dark as aer jet-black hair, making aem almost invisible as ae gets further away. 

	His twin rolls out from under the wagon.

	“Where are you going?” Qrodin whispers. 

	Qrodin’s twin stops midroll and looks back at Qrodin. “I have to take a piss. I’ll be right back.” Ae blinks once slowly, then rolls away and is gone.

	But Qrodin knows that slow blink. His twin is trying to protect him from something. Ae’s probably going to follow Ama. 

	Qrodin rolls, then crouches low to stay out of Ama’s sight as he follows his twin behind one of the warehouses. His sibling is squatting in the bushes. All right, maybe ae wasn’t completely lying. Speaking of, Qrodin can’t hold it any longer. Part of him fears someone will hear them, but he can’t wait. He’s almost done when he sees a flash of light from the direction of the docks. The area goes dark, then lights again. 

	When he looks back, his twin is nowhere to be seen. The only thing that remains is the smell of crushed willow leaves.

	He fastens his trousers and peeks around the side of the building. 

	They must have signaled someone. A pinprick of light in the distance. Pause. Two more in quick succession. Quinn opens and closes the hood on the lantern one more time. 

	Qrodin tries to edge along the side of the pier under the low-hanging willow branches. He flattens himself to the ground to check, but his twin isn’t underneath either wagon. Where did ae get to?

	While he searches, Quinn jumps into Ama’s wagon and maneuvers it down the dock, angling the back end toward the water for easy loading. Once the first wagon is in position, ae jumps down and is nearly to the second wagon when a gasp shatters the silence. 

	Qrodin recognizes Ama’s voice, “Who are—?”

	Footsteps pound on wood—at least three sets.

	Shouting.

	Qrodin’s twin is running toward Ama.

	“No!” he tries to yell, but a hand muffles his cry. Qrodin is tackled to the ground, and he struggles in vain to free himself. 

	“Stay down!” Quinn grits out. “It’s too late.” 

	Too late for what? “I have to—”

	“There’s nothing you can do!” Quinn hisses. “Quiet!”

	Qrodin looks up to see what’s happening on the docks and freezes. Ama is lying on the worn wooden slats. “Ama!” he gasps, not believing his eyes. A sword is sticking up from aer belly. Ama’s not moving.

	Qrodin struggles to free his mouth from Quinn’s grasp. “Get off me!”

	But his words are muffled. His arms are pinned to his side. He kicks at Quinn. 

	Where’s his twin? Qrodin searches but can’t find any trace of aem.

	Someone is leaning over Ama. Whoever it is, ae’s tall, with huge shoulders and hair so light, it shines Isa green. 

	Qrodin freezes. Fear spirals through him. 

	The giant pulls the sword out, examines it, and then grabs Ama’s necklace. With one yank, ae pulls it free. Whoever that person is, ae’s no friend of Ama’s. Aer voice is deep and rough. “Put aem in the boat,” ae says to someone holding a struggling child.

	No! His twin is tossed into a small boat. 

	Fear sweat soaks his skin as he fights to loosen Quinn’s hold. Finally, one arm wriggles free. He punches at anything he can reach to create an opening to slip out. Once he does, he crabs back as fast as he can, away from Quinn, who’s curled up and groaning in pain. Qrodin runs toward the water.

	There’s no sign of his sibling, but Ama’s red scarf is half hanging over the side of the boat. The fabric catches the wind as if waving goodbye while the skiff rows out of sight. He stops at the edge of the dock. He can’t swim. Tears blur his vision, and he swipes at them.

	He runs back to Ama. Aer eyes are open, but they’re empty. Blood soaks aer chest where the ruby necklace had hung for as long as Qrodin can remember. 

	He drops to his knees, his fear so heavy he can no longer stand. Ama’s body is limp and unwieldy, but he inches closer and wedges his knees under aer shoulders as he lifts aer head onto his lap. “Ama,” he cries, brushing the hair from aer face and pressing his forehead to aers. “Please don’t leave me.”

	Twenty years still isn’t long enough for the memory to have faded. There might never be enough time. How could Qrodin ever forget seeing the person who raised him killed so brutally? Or the sound of aer blood seeping through the gaps in the wooden planks, plopping into the water below? How could he forget the bitter taste of his tears as he held Ama in his arms as aer murderers got away, taking away the only person that mattered more to him than even Ama? 

	Once Qrodin realized he couldn’t save Ama, he ran along the entire wharf after the small boat and scrambled down the rocks beneath the shops along the Hold, losing one shoe along the way. He screamed as the skiff got farther away, disappearing into the wild emptiness of two rivers colliding. 

	Qrodin and his twin had never been separated before. That night, he felt as if he’d been torn in two. He couldn’t feel his twin, who should be terrified or exhilarated. Either way, Qrodin should have been able to feel what ae felt. He always had before.

	How long had he stayed there, searching the water, crying, and calling for his twin? Young Qrodin eventually remembered that Ama’s body was still lying on the dock. He’d clambered back up the side of the riverbank, his hands slipping and scraping on the sharp rocks, but he’d barely felt it through his anguish. He’d kept the river to his right as he walked, barely acknowledging the late-night stragglers and wandering drunks. He’d thrown up somewhere along the way and dry-heaved a few times before he found the right pier. 

	Qrodin remembers his shock when he returned to the dock. The only things that remained of Ama were a bloody stain and the black salt the Karatolii sprinkle to release any lingering bad energy. Only later did he realize the significance of the black salt because, at that moment, Qrodin was alone for the first time in his life, and he was terrified.

	Qrodin blinks the memory away and clears his throat. “It was a long time ago, Talim. Nothing that can be changed by worrying over it,” he says to her, as he always has. As close as they’ve been, he still can’t confide in her. That’s one thing that growing up on the streets does. It teaches you to conceal your fears. Your vulnerabilities. Anything that can be used against you later. To keep the real you hidden behind a story you practice so often that it becomes second nature. To survive on the street, you only worry about the things you can control. Otherwise, you die young with a hole burned through your belly. 

	He wishes he’d known then what he knows now. Qrodin had lain down next to the salt outline and cried himself to sleep, swearing to find whoever killed Ama and make them pay. He’d woken a few hours later as dawn was lighting the sky. He was too distraught and disoriented to find food. Instead, he’d searched between every board, under every willow tree, and behind every barrel. But he could find no clue to explain Ama’s murder or lead him to his twin. 

	He surveys those same warped boards. The willows are larger now, but the long, thin branches still skim the water like fingers desperate to hide what’s hidden below the surface. Back then, on that night, they were nearly bare. Most of their leaves had already dropped, transforming the branches into switches whipping in the wind while he searched. They’d lashed him, teasing him for thinking he’d find something.

	Qrodin unclenches his hands. It’s a wonder he ever returned to this pier, but return, he did. Nearly every night for more than a year, he looked for the men who stole his life and caused him so much pain. He never found them.

	He shakes the memories away. The trek through the past has made him hungry, and he can’t wait to be back in the sturdy and safe building that once saved him.

	The Lightning Strike’s customers are tradesmen and locals, so the tavern serves simple fare. It doesn’t offer the rare meats, imported fruits, and spices the wealthy insist upon in the north end of town. The ale and whiskey are the less expensive varieties from Qrodin’s distilleries.

	As such, business is usually steady, with a constant stream of regulars sprinkled with visitors.

	Talim has finally taken Qrodin’s advice and purchased a pub. The new building is in a better part of town than the Lightning Strike, the tavern she’s been managing for Qrodin for the last fifteen years. She’s been grooming Xan to take her place. Talim has mentioned him almost daily in her communications with him. It’s obvious to Qrodin that she cares for him, and that Xan’s more than a little in love with her.

	“Tell me about Xan,” Qrodin says as they walk to the Lightning Strike. “Has he asked you to marry him yet?”

	“Of course he has. You think he can resist this?” Talim asks. She gestures gracefully from her magenta hair and periwinkle eyes to the bottle-green ankles visible above the leather straps on her sandaled feet.

	The first time he met her, she was going after the stranger who’d knocked her off a sack of grain. Qrodin got involved when the stranger backhanded her off the pier and into the river. Adult abandis are very short, only ever reaching three feet, but Talim was only ten years old and no larger than a Karatolii toddler. Qrodin had hurried to save her, but she was already climbing out of the water. He eventually talked her out of going after the man, but only after taking a few kicks to his shins and one mighty punch to his groin. He told her that he would help her get back at her assailant in a way that would stick. They did, and she eventually became Qrodin’s closest and most trusted ally.

	She hadn’t needed him back then, but he instinctively felt they would be helpful to each other.

	Qrodin stops when he remembers who the stranger was. Is it a coincidence that they were supposed to meet tonight, but the man never showed?

	He catches up to Talim, who hadn’t slowed. “I couldn’t,” he teases her. 

	“Yeah. I was your first love,” she says, teasing him back, tilting her head to the side and looking up at him. Then she laughs. The seductive timbre is low and throaty.

	Qrodin chuckles at their old joke until he notices where they are. For some reason, he can’t keep the memories at bay. 

	He remembers wandering this street that first day, lost in a fruitless search for his camp, crisscrossing and getting lost in the twisting streets. The search exhausted him, but he’d forced himself to keep moving. It wasn’t until late evening that he’d finally found the empty camp where his family’s wagons had been. 

	They hadn’t waited for him. 

	He was shattered. He was thirsty. He was beyond hungry. He cried until no tears remained. Eventually, he found some dirty rags to wrap his shoeless foot, but his heel was already bruised and scraped, leaving him limping. 

	Ama was murdered, his twin was taken, and his people were gone—he was entirely alone for the first time in his life.

	And he was terrified.

	Standing here tonight, Qrodin remembers his anguish. Perhaps if he’d done things differently…

	Qrodin sighs deeply. He wouldn’t change the past, even if he could. 

	During all those years in Riversmeet, he had waited for another caravan to visit. He had planned on seeking them out to pass on word that he lived and to ask if anyone had seen or heard from his twin. But there had been no visiting caravans, not for a long time. By the time the Karatolii returned to Riversmeet, Qrodin’s enterprise had already grown beyond the city’s borders. He had taken over failing businesses, created new infrastructure for abandoned children, built his shipping fleet, and started several hotel and retail chains. 

	Despite his dishonorable beginnings in Riversmeet, Qrodin believes that he’s done a lot of good. 

	Talim shifts her weight, a silent reminder that it is time to get back. 

	Qrodin still has work to do.

	

	
Chapter 3 Qat




	The Hold is busy tonight. 

	Built on a rocky outcrop overhanging the water, the Hold is a string of shops, taverns, and fish houses above the southern shoreline, where the water is too treacherous to navigate—at least, that’s what they tell people. 

	After retrieving my bag from the Gifted Anchor, I stashed it in the caves along the shoreline under the Hold. To my relief, the caves were empty and looked as though no one had been down there in years.

	Before I go back down there to retrieve my bag, I need to know that I didn’t screw up. 

	Amid the usual noises of ships being offloaded, seagulls grunting and flapping, and vendors hawking their wares, I walk bent over, carrying a pail of fish. I’d painted some fine wrinkles on my face and silver into my hair. My cloak is old and full of holes, and it smells as bad as it looks. The hood will cast enough of a shadow that no one will look twice at an old fisher. There are a hundred of us on any given—

	“What’s your business here?” The low, clipped inquiry rumbles through me. I recognize the growly undertones of a daga. It’s no secret that, in most cities, Daga are recruited by military, police, and investigative departments for their speed and keen sense of smell, especially the more aggressive females. This one’s probably an investigator since no one else would care what I’m doing here. What bad luck. “Get your hand out of your pocket and turn around.” Yup. Daga. And probably former military, judging by her methods. I’ve had plenty of opportunities to observe Zedanian soldiers and even posed as one for a job a few years back.

	“Don’t be triggered, mate. Octopus duty,” I say gruffly, not pronouncing the “t” in mate, like the locals. The wording is delicately crafted. An Octopus is a Mimic—an undercover officer who works the docks. Meanwhile, the terms triggered and mate are military slang. The combination should be enough to put her at ease. 

	I turn, pulling out a fake ID card I keep on hand for this purpose, and hold it up for her perusal. Her eyes widen slightly, and she dips her head a fraction in respect. Only the best officers are trained to be Mimics, after all. Each variety has unique specialties. I’m most comfortable mimicking an Octopus.

	Her furred face relaxes slightly, and she barely glances at my ID again. She doesn’t smile. I know her kind. The serious type, always on the alert. Pointed ears on top of their heads twitching toward every sound. 

	Daga have pronounced noses, sharp teeth, deep chests, and long arms and legs. Their fingers are short, with claws instead of nails. This one’s fur is mottled black and brown. She’d blend into shadows perfectly, especially outside of a city. She’d make a great burglar. Or a great Chameleon. Unlike an Octopus, whose job is to be mistaken for a local, Chameleons specialize in not being seen. This one wouldn’t be happy with that, though. I can tell she loves the chase. Can practically feel her vibrating with the excitement of this one. Although she’s shorter than me, there’s no doubt she could outrun me. Even blindfolded, she could locate me from smell alone. Her nose quivers as she sniffs the night. And my cloak.

	I’d ditched the skunk dwarf’s pouch. I didn’t linger long in any one place, either, instead sweeping through the Hold quickly and gathering scents, stopping only long enough to chug a cold ale and grab some deep-fried scorpion to go, exchanging most of the coin. I drenched my meal in hot sauce in case it wasn’t as fresh as I remembered. I needn’t have bothered. It was practically still wiggling, it was so recently caught. I wrapped the remainder of the coins with my greasy napkin before pocketing them. Then, I’d found the cloak. That was hours ago. There should be no trace of Truffle or the dwarf who paid me. Even for a daga to notice. 

	I used to think Rogen’s extreme measures were a bit overboard. ‘You never know what they’ll be sniffing for,’ he’d always say. ‘You need to look, sound, and smell like a local.’ It’s saved me countless times. I’m gambling it’ll save me again tonight. 

	The daga’s presence can’t be a coincidence, even though Truffle’s missed meeting was less than an hour ago. No one should be searching for him for at least a day or two. I wonder what tipped them off. 

	I breathe slowly and deliberately, keeping my heart rate steady. She’ll be able to hear it if it starts racing. Another reason dagas make good investigators. 

	“So, you know about the missing lawyer,” she says, looking at me closely. 

	Kraken’s teeth! As much as I had anticipated the possibility, hearing that someone’s looking for him is a surprise.

	I press my lips together in annoyance and disappointment and raise one eyebrow. Daga can’t see as well as I can in the dark, but they pick up on energy fluctuations. My disappointment is real, but she won’t know what caused it. She might not be an interrogator, but investigators are still trained to get information, not give it. She should have known not to say anything about the lawyer. 

	My perceived age and occupation mean I should outrank her. I’m hoping, like most people, she’ll feel compelled to fill the silence. 

	She doesn’t. 

	I sigh deeply. “Apparently, the Squids haven’t reached the docks yet.” Squids are runners that pass on information to Mimics. 

	Her attention switches back to me. She's more relaxed now—too relaxed. I can feel her cataloging my traits in her mind. She sees only what I want her to see, and she’ll know I’m in disguise, including my voice, but she’ll feel compelled to report the incident. 

	Her description will describe more people than it will dismiss. Average height, average weight, average coloring. I’m advantageously average-looking tonight, both by nature and design. 

	She’ll list my species as danaash. Danaash, similarly to dagas and abandis and many others, are umanids—a group of species intelligent enough to speak Oramische, the international language of Oram. On the other hand, non-umanids—animals—can only be communicated with by some form of magic or telepathy. Some say sign language, too. I wouldn’t know. I’ve never tried.

	The daga’s description would be partially correct. I’ve always thought of myself as danaash, but my eyes say I’m something else, too. Hidden beneath my contacts, she won’t be able to see them, but I’m not taking another chance like I did with that dwarf. Not until I’m out of Riversmeet.

	“What are we looking for?” I ask to distract her and hopefully take her attention away from me, using ‘we’ so she knows I’m on her team.

	She shakes her head. “They’ve got us searching the ships. Can you believe it?” she asks instead.

	Yes, I think, but I shake my head, too. Mirroring your opponent is another Rogen Rule. “They send someone to the Depraved Seductress yet?” I ask with a short laugh. Madame V runs the famous brothel. The establishment is a few blocks landward, about halfway along the western edge of town, where citizens meet sailors. Not too south for the respectable and not too north for the disreputable. More than a few times, I’ve gone there for information. Madame V protects her ‘Tulips’ fiercely, and the non-courtesan staff especially enjoy their bouncer duties.

	There are plenty of people who have gone missing from that place.

	“You know it,” the daga practically growls. 

	Whoa. Heel, doggie. 

	Her scowl relaxes. A moment later, it deepens again. One ear swivels to her left, and her nose follows the direction of the sound she’d picked up. 

	That’s what I’ve been waiting for. 

	“I’ll let you know if I hear anything,” I say. 

	“Likewise,” she says, but I’d wager she’s already forgotten me.

	I slip into the shadows as she darts off. 

	She won’t have time to finalize her analysis about me because she’ll be distracted by the new scent. One of the dagas’ flaws. They remember scents better than descriptions, but scents are more complex to describe to anyone but other dagas. 

	I will be disremembered.

	Which is good because this Truffle disappearance is much bigger than I thought. If they’re searching ships, I won’t be able to leave by one for days, maybe longer. I should stay away from the docks. I suppose I can sleep in the caves, but I’d rather not, not with the threat of them being searched. This close to the Hold, it’s a distinct possibility. I need to find a place to lay low until I get out of town.

	I also need to grab my things before there are more people to hide from. They’ll eventually get to the caves. And when they do, a daga may find my scent on the bag despite my precautions. I need to camouflage it. The sooner, the better.

	On the way, I dump the cloak and steal some gloves, putting them on before stealing enough stuff to litter the caves with distracting odors. 

	I maneuver the overhanging cliff edge of the Hold and slither down one of many long rock columns, then hop from one column to another to a bank rising out of the water. I call the series of tunnels and caves the Whaligator since it’s rumored to be the fossilized remains of a giant sea creature. The bank is the tongue and leads to a nearly hidden cave opening that I call the mouth. After making false trails and cleansing all scent from my body with a sea sponge—like Captain Rogen showed me long ago—I head to the cave where I’d stashed my things. The pack is where I left it. 

	After dressing in dry clothes, I dry off the one piece of armor I own. It was also the first magic item I ever owned. It looks deceptively small, like a child’s armor, which is probably why Rogen gave it to me. I doubt the captain knew the armor was magical. It looks like any other piece of armor. It’s heavy at first, but as soon as I drop it over my head, it’s as light as a cloud. It stretches and forms to my chest and abdomen, or anything underneath. This feature enables me to change shape whenever necessary. 

	Even without that little trick, I can easily pass as a man or a woman if I choose to. Or neither, as I most often do. No one knows for sure other than me, not even the captain or his crew. I don’t care if people are left guessing. I prefer it. Their confusion gives me the upper hand. And I like to have the upper hand.

	Right now, I don’t feel as though I do. 

	I need to leave Riversmeet as soon as possible, but it will be difficult with all the ports being watched. 

	Armored up, I gather my few belongings, but I get an odd sensation before I exit the cave. My danger sense isn’t twanging. Had it been, I’d know the severity level and direction of the threat. It starts at the nape of my neck, twitching and tingling. It sometimes feels as though the hair there is attracted to danger, straining toward it with increasing strength as the threat mounts. Despite the lack of sensation, I pause anyway. 

	Perhaps it’s the weather I’m reacting to. Maybe there’s a thunderstorm coming? After inventorying my senses, I doubt it. I still feel whatever it is, almost like a hum or an energy vibration pinging in my brain, but not in my body. There’s no sound. My arm hair isn’t standing on end like in a thunderstorm. I sniff. There's no smell of rain or ozone. 

	I'm not sure what I’m searching for, so I try to keep an open mind as I move through the corridors. After about a quarter of an hour, the feeling intensifies near a low opening close to the mouth of the tunnel. I’ve never toured it because it’s so tiny. I crouch down and look, but the tunnel’s incline prevents seeing anything past a few feet. The feeling is more insistent here. 

	I lay down and crawl on my belly along the narrow opening. Thankfully, I’ve never suffered from claustrophobia, but the passage makes me nervous with the incoming tide, and this section is below the salt lines that mark high tide. I need to move fast. About twenty feet in, the path ascends. I continue until I pass more high tide marks and relax a little. At least, if I get stuck, I can wait it out until the tide turns. 

	A short while later, a slight alcove appears ahead of me. It’s so small, a child could barely curl up in it, and an object is crammed tightly into a crevice near the base. I have excellent night vision, but all I can make out is a box shape. Not natural, and my senses are buzzing like I’ve eaten a handful of sugar cubes. 

	I peer closer and will my eyes to absorb more light. I scoot closer. The thing is rectangular, but I can’t discern its color. I’m only a hand away from it when I finally realize what it is. A small chest, about the size of the one the captain stores his jewels in. My stomach flips as I pull the object out carefully. I can’t tell how long it’s been here, but it doesn’t smell musty or moldy like I expect it would had it been here more than a few days.

	I back out of the tunnel, crawling awkwardly and dragging the chest with me. When I get clear, the light is fractionally less dark. There’s a two-headed snake with arms and legs set within a pyramid on the lid. 

	Before I can inspect it further, a tingle prickles the back of my neck. I almost drop the chest, but then I realize the presence I feel is at the mouth of the cave, not in my hands. A presence, but not a dangerous one. At least not yet. Perhaps it’s whoever stashed this?

	I shove the chest into my bag. There’s plenty of time to inspect it later.

	I creep forward silently toward the mouth until I see the water around a corner. I hesitate as soft waves splash to shore and retreat, a little rougher than normal. Perhaps a storm is brewing.

	There is a loud splash and a thud on the hard surface of the cave’s tongue. The resulting silence is filled with flopping and a loud slap. Then, a grunt. Is it a sea lion coming to shore? No, the river here isn’t brackish enough for them.

	I’m curious, but I don’t want to give myself away. Maybe someone is wading in the water or unloading a rowboat. I wait a moment longer, straining for any sound. Thrashing, grunting, scratching against the rock. Then, the unmistakable sound of hooves clopping on rough stone.

	Hooves? Like on a horse?

	Why would someone bring a horse down here? Reins could get caught on rocks, and a horse could injure themselves on one of the Whaligator’s teeth—the long rock columns I used as an entry point. 

	I listen for a rider, for muttering, or for someone to call out. Instead, I hear a snort. A horse snort. 

	Around the corner, water droplets appear like mist. Snorting again—a loud one this time, almost like a sneeze.

	I crouch and tiptoe forward. If the walls here were rougher, I’d climb them instead. People never look up. It shouldn’t matter, though. Who’s a horse going to tell?

	Resolved, I catch my knife. 

	That stops me again.

	When had I tossed it spinning into the air? 

	When had I stood up straight?

	What is wrong with me? Someone might have noticed. Annoyed with myself, I holster my blade, wishing it were the first time I’d caught myself doing it.

	No matter. Holding my breath, I step into the Whaligator’s mouth.

	

	
Chapter 4 Qrodin




	They’re almost to the Lightning Strike, but Talim stops walking. “Remember when we met, and you helped me get back at that man who kicked me?” 

	Qrodin nods. Why is she asking about Truffle? 

	They’d been children, and Bernhard Truffle had been an adult bully, but Qrodin and Talim got some intel about his gambling debt. The information was shared with Truffle’s fiancée’s family, who promptly ended the engagement, and there went the inheritance his fiancée would have received as an only child. Talim never mentioned him again, but Qrodin has kept an eye on him ever since. “Vaguely,” Qrodin answers now, not sharing that he and Truffle had been scheduled to meet earlier that evening.

	“Rumor is that he’s gone missing,” Talim says, watching Qrodin closely.

	Missing? Qrodin tries to mask his dismay. Finding Truffle hadn’t taken long, but now he needs to find someone else with a ring. Truffle’s absence is a setback to more than just him. Qrodin suspected that Truffle had backed out of their deal when he missed their meeting earlier. Since he wasn’t expected at the tavern for several hours, he took a detour to the docks instead. He’d never imagined that it was something more serious. 

	When it’s evident that Talim’s waiting for a response, Qrodin says, “And you thought I’d taken him out all these years later?” 

	“What?” she asks. “Oh, no.” She pauses, then continues, “You know that asairtsall down on Lotus?”

	“The what?” Qrodin asks, trying to stall while he reassesses his plans.

	“They prefer to be called Asairtsall. Stripeback is a derogatory term,” Talim says. 

	He’s been telling her that for nearly twenty years, but this is the first time he’s heard her use it. In addition to Stripeback, she usually calls them skunks or badgers. Asairtsall are the only dwarf subspecies that can swim and are, therefore, the only ones that regularly work on ships. Most coastal cities have a significant population. They’re quite common in Riversmeet and even more abundant in Craguesport. It takes him a moment to place the one on Lotus Street. “Stolgut?”

	“Yeah. That’s the one.”

	Unsure how Truffle’s disappearance and Stolgut are connected, Qrodin only nods. Talim often communicates in this roundabout manner. She’ll get to the point eventually.

	“Word is…” Talim pauses again when a group of people approaches, then passes them. “Perhaps we should talk about this back at the tavern? In the office? Where we can have some privacy?”

	Privacy is Talim's code for activating the spell that makes the office soundproof. Qrodin’s head of security puts a switch to trigger the spell under every desk in every office of his. 

	“Of course,” he says graciously, despite not feeling it. They turn and walk in silence. It’s still a few blocks away, but Qrodin is used to her one-track mind. Nothing will distract her.

	 Talim doesn’t only manage the Lightning Strike for Qrodin. She’s his primary source of information in Riversmeet. Word is. Rumor is. Those are how Talim phrases information she’s received through the Valore. 

	Valore, a Karatol word. 

	When Qrodin met Talim, he vowed to replace his missing Karatolii family with other kids—orphans and children who had been deserted as he had. As they both had. Talim had a way of finding them; some were their age, but others were only a few years old. Some were found a few hours after they were born, tossed in the trash, and meant to die. They banded together, watched out for each other, and taught each other tricks of the street. 

	It didn’t take Qrodin long to realize how they’d get off the streets: Secrets. Information was gold, after all. The best part about being an orphan is that—if you’re quiet and don’t bring attention to yourself—no one notices you. Talim put eyes and ears everywhere, and they all reported back to her. Qrodin stayed in the shadows, perpetuated rumors, disseminated false information, and hid his true self from everyone. 

	No one on the street used their real name, so neither did Qrodin. He told them to call him ‘The Qrow.’ It wasn’t a lie—his twin used to call him Qrow. That wasn’t the only reason he picked it, though. No, he was using someone else’s reputation to ensure his success.

	The Qrow—the original one—was said to be one of the wealthiest men in Zedana. He’d disappeared a lifetime ago from Craguesport, and his business partners scavenged his fortune. Some rumors claimed that they’d murdered him for his money. Some said he was alive but had turned his back on his riches for love. There were even stories that he’d grown bored and turned pirate instead. When his former business partners started turning up dead, it was widely feared that his fortune was cursed, and anyone who stole from him was bound to die a horrible death.

	The day they met, Qrodin and Talim stumbled upon the mystery of Kqrogen’s assassination. Solving it not only kept Qrodin sane in the aftermath of Ama’s death, but it also jump-started their friendship. Afterward, Qrodin assumed The Qrow’s identity.

	His plan worked like a charm. The Qrow’s curse had become a horror story, even here in Riversmeet. People were too frightened to tell anything but the truth if they thought the curse might beset them. 

	The stolen reputation came with other perks, too. People came to them. Wives paid for their husbands’ late-night whereabouts. Merchants paid for a copy of their competitors’ ledgers. If people wanted information, they could find someone who could find someone who could find Talim.

	He used the gold to buy the Lightning Strike. It took him years, but he did it. 

	When Qrodin left, Talim continued running the Valore on her own. She practically ran it back then, anyway. She was the one they reported to. She shared the information with Qrodin, and they decided together how to use it.

	He and Talim round a corner, and there it is. The tavern looks different now. Back then, it was a burned-out shell of a building, scorched down to the stone base after an unlucky bolt of lightning. The Valore pitched in. He kept them fed. Talim directed the labor. When the Lightning Strike finally opened, he used the profits to pay them back for all their hard work. Talim still works with most of them. Some prefer to keep working in the shadows—waiting, watching, and listening—as Talim’s sergeants. Far more of them took the chance at more honest work. Many are now running their own businesses, while some stayed to manage his. 

	Still others began learning valuable trades, like the enchanter who designed the special set of ledgers that allows him to monitor his business dealings around the continent. His managers update their business logs, and it’s copied into Qrodin’s ledger. The information isn’t static either; with barely a scribbled command, the numbers rearrange and reorder themselves, tabulating and calculating any metric he wishes. 

	He carries it with him wherever he goes. The ledger makes traveling more efficient, as he can see immediately which businesses are succeeding and which may need more personal attention. Before that, the managers communicated by burning paper slips while reciting an incantation. The accountant received hundreds of them appearing out of nowhere every night, and their office always looked like a paper storm had just come through. As far as he knows, that’s what every other accountant is still dealing with since his enchanter has faithfully refused to sell the schematics for his ledgers.

	Qrodin and Talim sneak in through the back kitchen entrance. 

	“Go on up. I’m going to grab a few drinks.”

	Qrodin nods and turns toward the stairs. When he reaches the office, Qrodin flips the switch for the silence spell and sits, taking a seat across from her chair at the desk. He stretches his long legs before him and gets as comfortable as possible on the hard seat. Talim’s taste in decor is hospitable downstairs, but it's bare bones up here in her private space. Not even a throw rug for color. She jokes from time to time that she wants to be the most colorful thing in the room. ‘It keeps the attention on me. You know, the boss?’ Not that she needs to remind anyone. No one doubts that she’s the boss around here. Even the customers can tell after seeing her walk through the room.

	She finally returns. Two plates are balanced on her left forearm, and two glass mugs are in her right hand. Qrodin learned long ago not to offer to help lest he end up with food in his lap. Talim’s definition of teamwork is slightly different from his. 

	She sets the food on the desk and hands him his drink. She doesn’t clink her glass with his as is their custom when they haven’t seen each other in some time. Instead, she downs the entire pint of ale and sets the glass on her desk. He sets his mug down after a single sip and waits. 

	She doesn’t start talking immediately.

	With an ease borne of habit, he settles again into his seat and relaxes the muscles in his face. All outward appearances aside, he’s worried. Talim doesn’t keep silent like this. Not with him. She delights in telling him all the new juicy news. Office gossip, town gossip—he’s known her to talk half the night away.

	Qrodin takes a few bites from his plate. Braised lamb chops and baby potatoes smothered in brown gravy melt in his mouth. He almost groans in pleasure.

	“Okay,” she says, finally. “I’m just going to say it. Word is, Truffle was murdered. His ring ended up back in the city. But he never made it.” She pauses again. 

	Qrodin takes another bite, trying to portray only mild interest in her words. In truth, he’s devastated at the news.

	“It was a professional job,” Talim says. “They haven’t found his body yet, but I think he’s in the water. The last he was seen was getting off the boat this morning.” Talim pauses a moment to take a breath. She likes to give information this way: all miscellaneous data points up front before connecting them. “I don’t think it was him. One of my crew followed him but lost him in town. Truffle was a clueless bastard. Never knew when we were following him. Whoever it was…they knew how to ditch a tail.” She watches Qrodin as she talks.

	He takes another bite to hide his expression. She had someone following Truffle? Why? Since when? Has she always done so, or is this a recent thing? Does she know that Qrodin was supposed to meet with Truffle? Qrodin doesn’t interrupt with a question. She hasn’t sat back in her seat. That’s her tell when she’s done, as if to say, ‘Well, what do you think?’ Trying to conclude anything before she’s done is a waste of time. Better to take mental notes and piece it all together when she’s finished.

	Qrodin nods once to let her know he’s following her.

	“Okay. So, have you ever heard the saying: Sati lida ane tari takaro?” She says it awkwardly. 

	Even so, Qrodin recognizes it. Stalling for time, Qrodin takes another bite. While he chews, he deliberates. Denying that he knew the phrase would be a lie, and he tries not to outright lie to Talim. There are things he doesn’t tell her, but other than the details of his life before he came to Riversmeet, that’s for plausible deniability on her part. There are things Qrodin would rather she not be involved in. This is one of those things. Admitting he knew the phrase could put her in danger. And besides, he’s not sure he could tell her, even if he wanted to. 

	A moment later, he realizes that her familiarity with the saying has already placed her in danger. 

	He nods. 

	After a slight pause, she says, “Truffle wore a blue and gold and silver ring. Do you know which one I’m talking about?” 

	Qrodin nods, more than angry that Truffle wore his for everyone to see. They’re supposed to be worn only as a key to gain entrance to illegal, underground auctions. It was probably Truffle’s carelessness in wearing it that got him killed. He doesn’t tell her he has a matching one locked in his vault in Craguesport. Qrodin invested heavily in the acquisition and was meeting with Truffle to learn the date and time of the next auction. Now, he’s back to square one.

	“Okay. Well. Stolgut got his hands on Truffle’s ring.” Talim pauses again. 

	Qrodin nods again and waits for her to continue. Talim’s hands are clenched so hard her knuckles are pale. He can’t imagine what’s made her so anxious. She’s not mentioned Truffle since they enacted their revenge all those years ago, and he doubts the thought of the man’s death would upset her.

	Not like it upsets him.

	“I’m guessing he got it from the person who killed Truffle. Or, more likely, Stolgut hired whoever killed Truffle to do the job and demanded the ring as proof. That’s what he does. The thing is, though, Stolgut has no idea what the ring is. The idiot was asking all over town what that saying was. I don’t know who hired him, but I’ll find out.” She sits back in her chair. Her thought process is over. 

	It’s now okay for him to speak.

	Talim connected the dots for him, and she isn’t accusing him of anything, which is good. But he’s unsure why she’d gotten so worked up about it. “You always do,” he says. And she does, but he hopes she fails this time. 

	“I know.” Talim looks down at her plate. She barely touched it. 

	He takes another bite. His meal is divine, which means it’s Xan’s creation; Qrodin’s never had anything this good from their previous cooks. He could serve this in his best restaurants. 

	Finally, Talim nods as though she’s made an important decision. She takes a deep breath and leans forward again. “Did you think I never saw your eyes change?” He blinks at the subject change, but she’s not done. “That I never noticed that they’d be one color when you woke up, another color a second later? That I could see right through your dark glasses when the light hit just right? Did you think I couldn’t see how your pupils changed?” She pauses, then says, “Qrow,” in a clipped tone. 

	His eyes are blue when he wears contact lenses, and when he doesn’t: amber with red centers and rimmed in dark brown, with pupils that are slits in the daylight. Back then, to prevent people from noticing his slitted pupils, he’d been careful to wear hooded cloaks or keep them covered with dark-tinted glasses when he could no longer hold the Deziré spell to disguise them. Ama had taught him how to use Deziré, a spell that alters how light reflects on an object, changing its color, shape, and size. It takes skill to hold the disguise. For that reason, until he discovered contact lenses were being traded in the underground market and acquired his first pair, he mostly slept during the day and did business at night. 

	But she saw it anyway. And she remembers. 

	Fear tightens inside him, but he refuses to analyze it and places the blame on her. Why did she never ask him about them back then? Why hadn’t she demanded answers from him? He would have told her. Why has she waited until now to be angry about it?

	It had become so second nature to hide his eyes that he never considered revealing them to her. But maybe he should have. Regret worms its way in, melting his fear of discovery. Talim already knows him. Has known his secret, and until now, she didn’t care that he was disguising himself. Maybe they wouldn’t be sitting here talking about it if he had confided in her years ago. 

	She doesn’t continue. Nor has she sat back, indicating that she’s done with this new round of questioning. He waits, wondering where she’s going with this.

	“All those years ago. Did you think I didn’t know you were asking about a kid with gold eyes? Eyes like a cat? That you still have people out looking for someone like that?”

	Qrodin’s heart drops into his belly. This isn’t two friends swapping gossip. It isn't a trip down memory lane, either. This is something completely different. 

	This is about his twin. Out of habit, he stretches his senses, begging the universe to give him a sign that his twin is alive.

	Qrodin doesn’t get an answer. Nor does he respond to Talim’s question. Fear of giving someone the power to destroy him has always held his tongue. And as much as he wants to confide in her, he can’t get the words out. 

	Talim grips the chair arms so hard that her hands and forearms tremble. “Why did you never ask me? If someone or something’s in Riversmeet, I can find it.” 

	He’s not used to being the target of Talim’s intensity. She usually reserves it for opponents, informants, and lazy employees. It’s uncomfortable. And terrifying.

	He tells himself that his reticence is her fault. Her rules. Rule #5 in her book. He’d met Talim only a few days after he arrived. ‘Don’t tell anyone anything that they can use against you. ’Cause they will. Remember that.’ He’d taken her at her word. 

	“It was personal, not business,” Qrodin says, as if that should explain why telling her was against those rules. Pointing it out won’t help matters. 

	“So, here’s the thing. Qrow.” She says his name deliberately. Again. “Stolgut told someone who told someone else that the person he got the ring from carried a knife that swirled like fire. Said they had eyes like a snake. Said they were blue. And gold. And red.” She sits forward as she says it, as though she doesn’t want to miss his reaction.

	Blue, gold, and red eyes. Like a snake. 

	Like a cat.

	Like Qrodin’s eyes when he wears semi-opaque blue contacts, which he seldom does because their translucent nature reveals his unusual pupils. But he did when they were growing up.

	Qrodin catches his breath at a sudden thought.

	Like his twin’s eyes?

	“What are you telling me, Talim?” It comes out harsher than he intended. He wants it to be light, teasing, just two friends speculating about current events—the way it’s always been between them. But this is different. Talim is on the attack.

	“What does it sound like I’m telling you? Qrow.”

	It sounds like she thinks that his twin is here in Riversmeet. He reaches in vain for the twinge of awareness that would tell him she’s right. If his twin were here, he should be able to feel it. He’s never given up hope of finding aem. There have been times when Qrodin thought he could feel aem, like a tug on a line when a fish nibbles bait. Not enough to hook—just a tremble, just enough to make one think that maybe it was a fish, but perhaps it was only seaweed.

	That’s what it’s been like for twenty years. 

	He doesn’t want to get his hopes up again. Too many times he has heard that his twin might be in one city or another, chased down tips, disguised his travel as business, and covered his tracks by purchasing property or establishing a new source for product. They’ve never led him anywhere. 

	But if Talim’s correct, and his twin is here, it would be the closest Qrodin’s ever been to finding aem. Out of habit, Qrodin redirects the conversation away from himself.

	“It sounds like you need a day off,” he says, smiling. It’s a mistake.

	Her eyes narrow to thin strips of cerulean flame, and her breath hisses between clenched teeth. “Why do you even try?” She stares hard at Qrow. “You can’t distract me the way you do everyone else. I’ve heard your verbal acrobatics for too long. I know all your tricks. That you use it now? On me? Like I’m your opponent? That hurts. Qrow.” She doesn’t look hurt. She looks angry. Furious. “And don’t you dare try any of that calming shit with me.” Her nostrils flare. 

	He hadn’t been. Had he? Use Soothe? Perhaps he would have. Controlling the emotional temperature of a room is as natural to him as breathing. Soothe emerges low and soft but with the slightest rumble from deep in his chest. He’s been told that the tone massages a person’s scalp, sending rivulets of sensation down their spine to their extremities. It’s an effective technique when the recipients don’t know their emotions are being influenced. 

	“Talim. I’ve upset you. I’m sorry for that. We’ve always been honest with each other. Just tell me—”

	“Honest? Qrow? Have we been honest with each other?” 

	Her implication is accurate, but he hadn’t lied. He’d kept specific details of his life from her. “Talim. If there’s something you want to know—”

	“What’s your real name?” she asks suddenly. 

	That makes him pause. “Qrow is my real name. As much as Talim is yours.” His twin had called him Qrow for as long as he could remember. 
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