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Prelude
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What in the Nine Hells am I doin’?

Sergeant Benjamin peered around a corner, spied his quarry, and eased out onto the darkening street. He’d exchanged his constable’s uniform and iron cap for a longshoreman’s jacket and broad-brimmed hat. At a glance, he’d pass for just another laborer; the last thing he wanted was the man he was following to recognize him. Especially since he’s my boss!

Chief Constable Dreyfus turned into The Brass Hat, a mid-scale pub popular with merchants and shopkeepers. Benj didn’t frequent the place, preferring homey pubs where the ladies were friendly and the ale cheap. He licked his lips at the thought of a cool pint, but suppressed the craving.

He paused for a moment, wondering again if he was barking up the wrong tree. It might have been a coincidence that Miss Moirin went missing the day after Benj met with Dee, but Benj had been a cap too long to believe in coincidence. Something about Dreyfus’ manner had rubbed him the wrong way, and there were too many rumors on the street of money being offered for information about Miss Moirin, and too many caps on the take. Someone must have followed Benj to the meeting with Dee, then followed Dee to Miss Moirin.

Problem is, only Dreyfus knew I was meetin’ with Dee. He recalled that morning’s conversation with the chief constable, trying to determine what had piqued his suspicion.

“Miss Moirin’s been taken,” Dreyfus had told Benj flatly. “Word came down from the palace that she fell for a trap.”

“Taken?” The news had shaken Benj to the soles of his boots. The Hero of the Coronation, the woman who saved the emperor’s life—saved Benj’s life, in fact—taken? “I’ll gather my people together and—”

“You’ll do nothing, Sergeant.” Dreyfus’ rebuttal had taken Benj aback. “Our orders were to coordinate with her in our search for Baroness Monjhi’s murderer, though she gave us nothing, and insisted we communicate through her lackey. We’ve not been ordered to try to find her. I’m telling you so you can redirect your efforts where we need you.”

“But she has given us—”

“Drop it, Sergeant! We’ve more pressing issues. The emperor’s appearing in public in a few days, and we’ve got security to deal with. Forget Miss Moirin and get on with your other duties!”

But Benj couldn’t forget, and couldn’t help but wonder why Dreyfus was so dead set against a few inquiries. What could he have against Miss Moirin? The chief might be a crotchety bastard, but he’d been upright and honest for all the years Benj had known him. He wouldn’t...couldn’t be on the take.

So what the hell am I doin’? Benj had no answer to that question other than his persistent gut feeling. I should probably just go home and get details from Dee later.

As was often his habit, Benj ignored what he should have done and strolled past the pub for a look inside. He glanced sidelong through the windows; lamplight gleamed on polished brass fixtures and glossy mirrors. The place was busy, folks tipping a glass before heading home for dinner, but the sergeant’s professional eye spotted Dreyfus easily. He was talking to another man, accepting a glass from him. As they both settled into stools at the bar, the chief constable’s companion turned, and Benj instantly recognized him. 

“Otar?” Benj walked on past the window, stopped, waited a long moment, then walked back the other direction for another look. As sure as carts followed horses, the former captain of the Imperial Guard sat next to Dreyfus, a jovial grin stretching his face as he waved to the pretty bartender for a second round of drinks. “Why in the Nine Hells is Dreyfus talkin’ to him?”

As far as Benj knew, Dreyfus and Otar had only consulted professionally. He’d never known them to be drinking buddies, and since Otar’s public dismissal for refusing a direct order from the crown prince, he’d been shunned by anyone of consequence.

“But now he’s chattin’ with Chief Constable Dreyfus...” The sergeant’s gut roiled again, and not just because it was dinnertime.

Benj took a position in a doorway half a block away and settled in to wait. If he’d learned anything in more than two decades as a constable, it was patience and to trust his gut. After an hour or so, Dreyfus emerged, smiling and well lubricated, if his gait and the flush of his face were any indications. Benj pulled his hat lower, turned as if to examine the nearby posterboard, and watched sidelong. The chief tottered off, and moments later Otar emerged and set off in the opposite direction, his gait somewhat steadier. Benj followed.

Halfway across Midtown, the former imperial guard captain entered Lucky Gem’s, a gambling hall-tavern-brothel. Benj knew the place well. He didn’t gamble, but enjoyed watching others lose their hard-earned money, and had once favored a lady who worked there.

Benj doffed his hat and longshoreman’s jacket, tossed them into an alley, and walked in. He didn’t know what might be going on here, but he sure as hell was going to find out.


Chapter I

[image: image]

––––––––

Heat infused Lad’s flesh as he confronted the three men in the common room of the Tap and Kettle. The magic of his runes primed him—Move! Attack! Kill!—exactly what he had been made to do.

The huge mastiff at Norwood’s side growled deep in its chest, drawing the attention of the few guests still lingering over their ale. Dogs didn’t like magic, and Lad undoubtedly reeked of it.

The dog first, then Sereth, then— No! Lad drew a deep, calming breath and let it out slowly, suppressing the violent urges. That’s not who I am anymore. Besides, slaughtering three men and a dog in the common room with guests looking on wasn’t likely to improve the inn’s business.

But why would the captain of the Royal Guard, the guildmaster of Twailin’s assassins, and Dee—who should be in Tsing with Mya—be here? Even be together? His mind leapt to the only likely conclusion.

“What kind of trouble is Mya in now?”

“Mya?” Norwood blinked and looked from Lad to Dee. “Who’s Mya?”

“Moirin,” Dee corrected, his voice tense. “Some of her friends call her Mya. Just a nickname.” Then he turned to Lad. “How did you know she was in trouble?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Because the Assassins Guild in league with the captain of the Royal Guard certainly doesn’t. He didn’t know what they wanted of him, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to like it. The magic tingled along his skin again, eliciting another low growl from the dog. He motioned them toward one of the private rooms in the back of the inn. “Gentlemen, if you’d follow me, we can relax in—”

“We aren’t here to socialize!” Annoyance edged Dee’s voice, uncharacteristic in Lad’s experience. Fatigue and stress etched his face. “Miss Moirin’s been—”

“Dee, calm down.” A hint of the harsh guildmaster he’d once been honed Lad’s words. He cast a glance to the lingering guests, then fixed his eyes on his former assistant. “This isn’t the place.”

The muscles in Dee’s neck bunched and twitched. The dog wasn’t the only one wound as tight as a watch spring.

Finally, Dee nodded. “Fine.”

Lad ushered them into the private room and closed the door. Norwood moved a chair into the far corner and sat with his cane across his lap and his massive dog at his side. Sereth leaned against the cold fireplace mantle and crossed his arms, his face unreadable. Dee stood with fists clenched.

“Now, what’s this all about?”

“Miss Moirin’s been kidnapped!” Dee eyes shone as hard as flint.

“Kidnapped?” Lad’s brow furrowed. Mya’s magical enhancements matched his own, exceeding them in some respects, and she was as paranoid as hell. Who could possibly have gotten past her guard?

“Yes, kidnapped! Abducted! Taken!” Dee glared at him. “What about that don’t you understand?

“I understand kidnapped, Dee. Just relax and tell me how anyone managed to abduct Moirin, and why.”

Dee ran a hand through his dark hair, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Miss Moirin was...recovering something for the emperor, something that was stolen by Hoseph.”

“Hoseph?” Lad’s gaze darted to Norwood. The captain was only alive because Lad had saved him from that murderous priest. Is that why he’s involved in this?

“Yes. There are...people working with him. They set a trap for her. Maybe for me, too. We don’t know.”

“We? Who is ‘we’?”

Dee spoke deliberately. “The people who work for Moirin. We don’t know for sure why they took her instead of just killing her, but we think they might want to interrogate her about...her associates.”

Captain Norwood cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “Gentlemen, please. It would save us all a lot of time if you’d stop beating around the godsdamned bush and speak plainly.” He pointed to Lad, but looked at Dee and Sereth. “I know what Loren is—or was—and by association, can guess what you two are as well. So, let’s just get it out in the open: Assassins Guild.”

Dee’s eyes widened, and Sereth’s fingers twitched to his sleeves.

Lad pictured Lissa asleep in her bed just down the hall and fought against the instinct to kill the three men. He stepped between the assassins and the captain, his eyes narrowed at Sereth. “You will do no violence in my home. I don’t know why you’re all here together, but you’ll all have your say. Captain, please continue.”

Norwood cleared his throat again. “Despite what I know about Loren, I also know that he’s saved my life at least once, perhaps twice. What’s more, I suspect that he’s responsible for saving the empire itself. For those reasons, I’ll never tell a soul what else I suspect he’s done. Miss Moirin has saved the life of our new emperor. That she is somehow associated with you all only reaffirms my theory that there’s a clandestine war going on, and you three are on the right side of it.”

The captain shrugged his broad shoulders and sighed. “Let me assure you all that I’m also on that side. I’ve been commanded by my emperor to aid Master Dee in any way I can. That’s my only concern here.”

“You have a keen mind, Captain. Thank you for being frank.” Lad cocked an eyebrow at Dee. “What I still don’t know is what all this has to do with me?”

“What does it have to do with you?” Dee stared in disbelief, his face flushing. “You’ve got to help us get her back!”

Lad shook his head. “I can’t help you. This isn’t my war, Dee.”

Dee’s face flushed an even deeper crimson. “You have to help! You’re the one who put her in this position in the first place!”

“I know that, Dee.” Putting the Grandmaster’s ring on Mya’s finger had seemed the obvious choice to Lad. Not only would she make the perfect Grandmaster—an assassin with a good heart—but the position and ring would grant her the power and safety she’d sought her entire life. “How could they capture her while she wore the ring?”

“Hoseph burned the contracts.”

Ahhh. Lad had never signed a contract, which was the only reason he’d been able to kill the previous Grandmaster.

“But why me? What about the Tsing guild? You implied that she controlled at least some of the factions. What about the Hunters?”

“They traced her to a dead end. They’re good, but not like you. They don’t have your skills. She saved your life.” Dee’s tone was beseeching now. “You told me that yourself.”

“And I saved her life during five years as her bodyguard more times than I can count. I may have put the ring on her finger, but I didn’t force her to take a job retrieving some stolen bauble for the emperor.”

“It’s not a bauble, it’s a boy!”

“A boy?” That surprised Lad. Mya wasn’t the sentimental type.

“Yes. Hoseph kidnapped three boys to use as leverage against their father. Does that sound familiar to you? Do you remember how it felt when that little girl of yours was held captive?”

Lad moved faster than Dee could blink. Face to face, he stared into Dee’s eyes, holding the reflexive violence at bay, dashing the heat of the magic with cold will. “Don’t bring my daughter into this,” he growled between clenched teeth.

Dee looked him straight in the eye. “Do you remember that it was Moirin who helped you rescue her?”

Lad reined in his temper. The two most painful moments in his life were Lissa’s abduction and Wiggen dying in his arms. He had lost his wife to guild business; he wasn’t about to risk the rest of his family. Even for Mya.

“No, Dee, I can’t help you. Lissa is exactly why I’m staying right here. I need to protect my family.”

“Bullshit.”

Lad’s eyes snapped to Sereth. “What?”

The Twailin guildmaster still leaned against the mantle, his expression inscrutable. “Your reasoning is bullshit. I told Dee I wouldn’t argue his case here, but I have my own case to make. You wanted out of the guild, so you’re out. But do you really think that hiding out here makes your family safer?”

“I’m not hiding from anything! And I’m not going to Tsing. I’m staying here, Sereth.” Lad’s tone brooked no argument, but he got one.

“Oh, I don’t doubt you’ll do exactly what you want to do, Loren. None of us can force you to help. You know it, and we know it. But this goes way beyond Moirin. The entire Twailin guild is at risk, hundreds of people who are my responsibility.” Sereth abandoned his relaxed stance, standing stiff in front of the fireplace, his hands deliberately open and away from his weapons. “Moirin has been taken and is likely being tortured for information. How long until she spills everything she knows about the guild here? Hoseph has already threatened to destroy us because we backed you. If he’s interrogating Moirin, he’ll get what he wants from her eventually. But consider what else she knows: You, the Tap and Kettle, your family...”

Lad’s blood ran like ice water. “Think like an assassin” was Mya’s axiom, and he’d been thinking with his heart, not his head. Mya knew Lad was alive, where he lived. Once Hoseph had pried that information out of her, the priest wouldn’t stop hunting him until... Forbish and Josie, Tika and Ponce, Lissa...

No! Lad closed his eyes and willed his pounding heart to calm.

“We need you!” Dee pleaded. “You know what they’ll do to her. You told me what they did to Kiesha.”

“Kiesha?” Norwood’s eyes snapped to Dee’s, then to Lad’s. “The woman in the emperor’s dungeon...” He clenched his jaw and swallowed hard.

Lad’s gut roiled as he recalled the mangled flesh that had been Kiesha. She had murdered Wiggen, but not even that justified what the emperor had done to her. Death had been a mercy. How long would Mya last before her immunity to pain failed and the screaming began?

“I have to protect my family,” he said, but his vehemence had faded.

“But you can’t be everywhere at once,” Sereth said. “If we go to war with Hoseph and the Tsing guild, no place will be safe. The only thing that will protect the people you love is to prevent Hoseph from winning. That means saving Moirin. I owe you more than I can ever repay, Loren, and I give you my word that I’ll protect your family while you’re gone."

“I’ll second that,” Norwood affirmed. “If Master VonBruce is willing, the Royal Guard will work with his...private security people to cover all possible threats.”

Sereth looked sidelong at the captain, then nodded. “Agreed.”

“So you don’t have to worry about your family,” Dee insisted. “You have to help. Morin needs you. You can’t just let her be tortured to death and still call yourself a human being.”

“Maybe I’m not.” Lad sighed. “I was wrought of flesh and magic into a thing made to kill for others. I swore I’d never go back to that. I’m not a killer.”

“I’m not asking you to kill,” Dee said, his tone calmer now. “Just help us save Miss Moirin.”

Lad gave Dee a sour look. “And you think that’s possible without killing, Dee? Really?”

“No, probably not.”

“I’ll tell you one thing, Loren,” Norwood said. “If you chanced upon that motherless bastard Hoseph and happened to remove his head from his shoulders, I’d not call it murder. I’d call it a service to the empire.”

“Moirin’s already got a writ of immunity from the emperor in that regard,” Dee said. “Hoseph is fair game.”

“Imperial permission to kill...” Lad snorted a sardonic laugh. “How convenient.”

Though none of the three men said another word, Lad bowed beneath the unrelenting weight of their silence and offered up one last weak argument. “We’ll never get there in time. How do you know she’s not already dead?”

“She was only taken night before last,” Dee explained. “Duke Mir’s wizard brought me here with magic. We’ll return the same way in the morning.”

Lad sighed in defeat. “I can’t believe I’m even considering this.”

“You’ll help?” Dee’s face flushed with relief.

Lad fixed him with a level stare and finally nodded. “I’ll do my best.” Lad forestalled Dee’s outburst of gratitude with a raised hand and a glare. “Now get the hell out of my home so I can spend one last night with my family. Come back in the morning with your wizard, and I’ll go with you.”

“Yes.” Dee nodded to the others. “Yes, of course. Thank you.”

Norwood stood and stuck out a beefy hand. “Rest assured, Loren, I’ll do everything I can to keep your family safe.”

“I’ll hold you to that, Captain.” Lad shook his hand, then Sereth’s. “And you, Sereth.”

Sereth flashed him a rare smile. “You have my word.”

Lad ushered them out and closed the door firmly. He dreaded breaking the news to Forbish, but the thought of saying goodbye to Lissa was worse. He’d sworn to never leave her again.

If I’m ever to keep her safe, I have to go. He knew it was the truth, but it didn’t make it any easier.
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Shink-Shink-Shink...

The quick, repetitive sound of metal on metal dragged her up from the depths of blessed unconsciousness. The stench of blood—My blood...—wrinkled Mya’s nose, and dull pain sang like distant screams along her nerves. 

Shink-Shink-Shink...

Cold stone beneath her back, hard restraints encircling her limbs, the bitter taste of opium on her tongue, blood, pain, and that incessant sound...

Where...what’s happening?

Her mind drifted through a haze as thick and impenetrable as an early morning fog on the Twailin waterfront. Recognition came slowly, chilling—she was lying on the Grandfather’s table, submitting to his knives as part of the trap to capture Lad.

I can’t do that to Lad, she thought. He’s my...what? Friend? Lover? He kissed me, and put a ring on my finger. She clenched her hand and felt a void where that finger had been. Gone... Lad’s gone... When she tried to recall his face, she saw another’s: dark hair, smooth skin, and gentle eyes. Dee... 

Shink-Shink-Shink...

That sound...familiar and strangely nauseating. Why... She felt something tugging, like someone pulling at her clothes. The pain wasn’t a dream. It should have been. No pain...

Mya heaved open her eyes and reality crashed in. Instead of the Grandfather standing over her, Kittal, Master Alchemist of the Tsing Assassins Guild, turned the crank on his vile machine, peeling away her skin, and with it, her magic. A low, inarticulate moan escaped her throat, a plea to sink back into the fog of oblivion.

Shink-Shink-Shink...

The incessant sound stopped. Without a word, an assistant proffered a fluid-filled jar; they had the routine down pat now. As Kittal lowered a bloody strip of wriggling flesh—My flesh...—into the liquid, the runes tattooed upon the skin flared as if lit by an internal flame.

My skin, my runes, my magic. How long until I have none left?

“Okay, that’s enough. No more tonight.” Metal clattered on metal and Kittal sighed. “What’s her condition?”

“Alive and semi-conscious.” Berta, one of Kittal’s assisting Alchemists, put cool fingers to Mya’s throat. “Her breathing and heartbeat are fast, but strong.”

“Good. Clean her up and give her a restorative. We’ve harvested about all we can here. Tomorrow we’ll start on her back. Tieg and Kelsey, turn her over in the morning. Do it early. I want everything ready by the time I arrive.”

Turn her over... Mya fought to think though the drug-induced haze, to parse out what that meant. She was strapped down on her back, restrained by padded metal bands. To turn her, they’d have to remove those restraints. They’ll have to release me!

Mya swallowed the restorative that Berta held to her lips, then gagged at the bitter taste of opium. Berta must have laced the elixir with the narcotic—Kindness, mercy, or orders?—but oblivion was the last thing Mya wanted right now. Immediately she felt just a little better, perhaps a little stronger, certainly much more relaxed as the pain ebbed. She longed to just close her eyes and drift away, let the drugs ease her into a painless sleep.

No! Mya struggled against the drug, as if swimming against a current that swept her out to sea. Hate them! Focus! Stay awake... She had a chance, if only she could stay awake, control her mind, and devise a plan. She had one slim hope. Three small words.

Turn her over...


Chapter II
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––––––––

Dee stifled a yawn as he stared dully out the carriage window. He’d stayed the night at Sereth’s, but hadn’t slept much. Instead, he’d spent half the night filling the guildmaster in on the events in Tsing, enemies and allies, plots and plans.

Sereth had given nothing back but a flat apology. “Sorry, Dee, but I can’t tell you what kind of precautions I’m taking. If you were captured...”

Dee couldn’t blame him. If he was taken, Master Inquisitor Lakshmi would extract from him any information she wanted. Just like she’s trying to do to Mya right now... His morbid imagination had kept him awake for the rest of the night.

His thoughts turned to the present as the Royal Guard carriage rumbled into the courtyard of the Tap and Kettle. Two young men stood there, their faces falling into hostile frowns as the carriage jerked to a stop. They looked so alike that it gave Dee pause. Twins... He remembered reports from security details sent to watch the inn. Tika and Ponce, Lad’s nephews.

Norwood opened the door and stepped down, his huge dog on his heels. Dee followed. Master Woefler came out last and slipped on a cobble.

A cringe wrinkled the wizard’s youthful features as he scraped dog slobber from his shoe. “Dogs are such revolting creatures.”

“Loren’s inside,” one of the young men said with a scowl.

Dee ignored their animosity and followed Norwood up the steps. Let them be angry. Mya’s more important than their feelings.

Only one table in the common room was occupied this early, a pair of merchants eating a hasty breakfast. The serving woman glanced up from pouring blackbrew, her amiable countenance transforming into a glare.

From near the kitchen door, Forbish, the Tap and Kettle’s innkeeper and Lad’s father-in-law, frowned, doubling his already numerous chins. “One moment, Captain Norwood.” He turned and pushed open the door, leaned in, and said, “They’re here.”

A moment later, Lad emerged, a cherubic toddler perched on his hip.

Lissa. Dee had never seen the girl. Fine brown hair curled softly against a plump cheek, pink lips smiling up at her father. How ironic it seemed, such a picture of innocence in the arms of the most lethal assassin the world had ever known.

Dee felt a pang of guilt for asking Lad to leave her again. Not until now—with Mya gone—did he truly understand the depths to which one’s soul sank when a loved one was in peril. But guilt wasn’t about to make him change his mind about needing Lad’s help.

Lad kissed his daughter and handed her over to Forbish. The baby immediately started to fuss, quieting only when Lad brushed her gossamer hair and whispered to her. Straightening abruptly, the muscles of his neck and jaw rigid, as if leaving her took every fiber of his strength, he whirled toward the back room and strode off without a word. Dee exchanged a worried glance with Norwood, and they followed. Only when the door to the private room closed behind them did Lad face them and speak.

“I’m ready.”

Dee exhaled silently. He’d been afraid Lad would balk. “Master Woefler, if you please.”

“Certainly, but might I suggest, Captain Norwood, that you take your drooling beast out of the room.” Woefler’s nose wrinkled. “I’m not sure how it might respond to my use of magic.”

“I am sure, and I’d rather not clean up the mess.” The guard captain held out a hand to Lad. “So long, Loren. Rest assured; I’ll protect your family until you return.”

Lad shook his hand. “Thank you, Captain.”

Norwood left, his massive dog on his heels.

“I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced.” Woefler smiled and nodded politely to Lad. “I’m Master Woefler, wizard to Duke Mir and your transportation to Tsing today.”

Lad just stared at Woefler, his face blank.

Dee broke the tense silence. “Please, Master Woefler? Time is of the essence.”

“Very well, then.” Unperturbed by the affront, eyes twinkling with intrigue, Woefler pulled up his sleeves and worked his spell. The familiar oval of darkness appeared in the middle of the room. “All right, Master...Loren, is it? Please take hold of Master Dee’s hand, and move only forward, not back. Bad things might happen if you try to back out of the portal once engaged.”

“You didn’t tell me that the last time we did this,” Dee said, already nervous about repeating the magical journey through the ether.

“I didn’t?” Woefler looked nonplused. “Well, it must have slipped my mind.” He waved a hand dismissively. “No matter. Just take my hand, and Master Loren’s, and we’ll be off.”

Dee grasped Woefler’s hand and held his other out to Lad. He tried not flinch at the awkward feel of Lad’s mutilated hand. Only the thumb and forefinger remained fully intact, but the grip was firm, and the injury didn’t seem to bother Lad. 

“Gentlemen, follow me.” Woefler stepped into the darkness.

Dee followed, concentrating on moving only forward, closing his eyes in an attempt to avoid the disconcerting feeling of being in two places at once. The aromas of food and blackbrew told him they’d arrived, and he opened his eyes to the Blue Room of The Hyacinth café.

“Welcome back, Master Dee, Master Woefler.” The emperor’s archmage, Master Keyfur, stood from the table, his rainbow-hued robes swirling in a riot of color. Lifting a strip of crispy bacon, he waved it like a magic wand toward the food-laden table. “Breakfast is served!”

“I’m sorry, Master Keyfur, but we’ve already eaten.” Dee released Lad’s hand and tried to ignore the amazing spread of dishes. All he’d had this morning was dry toast, but his nervous stomach rebelled at the thought of food. “And we’ve got to hurry if we want any hope of recovering Miss Moirin alive.” He started for the door. Thankfully, Lad followed without argument.

“Well, I’m not in a hurry, and I’m positively famished!” Woefler waved amiably. “Good luck to you both.”

“I arranged a carriage for you. Call on me any time if you need magical assistance, Master Dee!” Keyfur called as the door closed between them.

Out on the street, Dee called up to the hackney driver, “The corner of Eastwatch and Holloway streets in the Dreggars Quarter.”

“That’s quite a drive, sir. It’ll cost a bit.”

Dee fished a gold crown from his pocket and held it up. “This is yours if you get us there quickly.”

“Well, climb aboard and hang on to your seats!” The driver grinned and reached for his whip.

They boarded the carriage and it lurched into motion, clattering over the cobbles at a reckless pace. Dee tried not to fidget as he looked out the carriage window, watching the elegant facades of the Heights give way to the more functional buildings of Midtown. He felt Lad’s gaze upon him—those mica-colored eyes gleamed faintly in the gloom—and shifted uncomfortably.

Finally, as they crossed one of the bridges that spanned the river, Lad broke the uneasy silence. “What’s really going on here, Dee?”

“What?” The question took Dee off guard. “I told you what’s going on. Hoseph and two factions of the Assassins Guild took Mya in a trap. We lost the trail, and you’re going to help me find her.”

“Not that.” Lad’s eyes bored into him. “There’s more than you’ve told me. In all the years I’ve known you, you’ve rarely worn a weapon. Now you’re carrying two hand crossbows and a dagger.”

Dee’s fingers twitched toward the compact crossbows tucked into special pockets in his coat, silently cursing Lad’s uncanny knack for observation. “We’re fighting for our lives here, Lad. You may not believe it, but I actually am an assassin. Mya wouldn’t have chosen me to watch her back if I wasn’t.”

Lad smiled without humor. “You always were quick to take offence about that, though I meant none. But there’s still more to this than you’re telling me. Mya’s been in trouble before, and you’ve never been so...wound up about it.”

“I feel guilty about Mya. That’s all.” Dee looked back out the window. “She threw me to safety and sent me to find help. If I’d stayed with her, she might not have been captured. She saved my life at the risk of her own.”

“It’s more than guilt, Dee.” Lad cocked his head. “Are you in love with her?”

Dee froze. How... Were his feelings writ so plainly on his face? He opened his mouth to deny it, but Lad would surely spot the lie. He closed his mouth and looked away.

“Don’t tell me, then,” Lad said into the silence. “I owe you for what you did for me when I was guildmaster, Dee, but if you took me away from my family just because you love Mya, I’ll kill you.”

The utter lack of emotion in Lad’s voice sent a chill up Dee’s spine. Any other might have used a threatening tone. Lad didn’t need to threaten. He was just stating a fact. His only concern was for his family, and it transformed Dee’s fear into anger.

“Your family isn’t the only one that matters, you know.” Dee matched gazes with Lad for a tense moment, biting down hard on his temper. “I wasn’t lying to get you here. To me, it’s about saving Mya’s life, but that doesn’t mean there’s no risk to the Twailin guild and your family as well.”

Lad held his gaze a moment longer, his pale, luminous eyes inscrutable, then shifted to look out the carriage window.

Dee released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. I just faced down Lad, and I’m still alive... His concern for Mya had made him bold; he never would have spoken like that when he was Lad’s assistant. Careful, Dee. You may have survived this round, but he’s still the most lethal killer you know. 
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Mya stirred from a fitful sleep riddled with nightmares, unsure what had awoken her. The light sheet draped over her supplied little warmth, and a shiver wracked her body. A bone-deep ache had invaded her overnight from the enforced immobility and tight restraints.

Restraints... Turn her over... She fought through the residual lassitude of opium. They’ll turn me over, and to do that... Yes! She remembered now her unexpected chance to escape. Desperation surged up, clearing the cobwebs from her mind.

Metal clicked on metal, and a hinge creaked. Light brightened behind her lids, but she kept her eyes closed and her breathing even. Her plan was simple, but required patience and observation. Focus! How many?

Boots scuffed along the floor, then the door closed, and keys rattled.

“Get a dose ready. I’ll check her.”

“Right.”

Two men... Tieg and Kelsey. The names popped unbidden into Mya’s head. Kittal told them to come early. Hopefully, it was early enough that everyone else was still abed.

She could hear their breathing, but faintly; before her mutilation, she could have heard their heartbeats. Lost skin, lost runes, lost senses... What else have I lost? Strength, speed, agility? Only days ago, killing two Alchemists would have been child’s play. Now doubt clouded her confidence, blunted her concentration, dulled her edge.

Can I fight? Can I take them?

Her inner voice shrieked at her, igniting her nerves and honing her rage. What alternative do you have? Kill them, or die screaming as they peel you like an orange. Hate them. Hatred will carry you through. Hatred is your only weapon.

I can do this. Don’t hold back. No pity. No mercy... Kill or die screaming. Mya focused all her senses, sought to feel the very air around her. Just...don’t...move. She lay utterly still as one of the Alchemists pulled the sheet off and slapped her lightly.

“Huh. She didn’t even twitch.” Kelsey—Mya recalled his voice—pinched her shoulder hard. “Seems like she’d be awake by now. How much did Berta give her last night?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Berta.”

“I’m not going to go wake her up and we can’t wait until she gets here. Kittal won’t be happy if we’re not ready to go when he arrives.”

“And if we kill his prize with an overdose, he’ll use that skinning tool on us.” Tieg sounded tense. “You’re senior. It’s your call. Do I give her this or not?”

Kelsey sighed. “Wait a minute.”

The wisp of steel on leather caught Mya’s ear. Before she could brace herself, agony blossomed in her thigh as a blade pierced skin and flesh, pressing even into bone. Despite her stoicism, Mya jerked, her muscles straining against the bonds. An involuntary gasp parted her lips, but she managed to bite back the scream that longed to leap from her throat. Limp! Go limp! She forced her muscles to slacken, let the gasp escape her throat as a sigh.

“She’s certainly still got some drug on board or she’d be screaming. You better halve the dose.”

“Half it is.” The blade slid from her flesh, and a needle pinched her shoulder. “There. Give that a minute and we’ll flip her over.”

The last thing Mya needed was more drugs, but half a dose was better than a full one. She fought against the rising fog, cursing silently all the curses she knew as the two Alchemists bustled about the room, preparing for the day’s skinning. Sounds muddled, and the light behind her eyelids swirled in hypnotic patterns. She felt herself slipping into darkness, scrabbled to grab on to something—anything—to remain cognizant. Focus! Don’t let it take you! Hate! Hate them...

“Check her again.”

Pain lanced through her leg once more, this time dulled, but enough to bring her mind to scalding clarity. She didn’t even twitch. Instead, she let the hatred take hold. Her back tingled as the magic rose in her remaining runes, her rage rising to fever pitch.

Wait for it, Mya...

“That’s got her.” The voice seemed distant. “Get the restraints.”

Keys jingled like the chimes of freedom, and the restraints came off one by one: ankles, thighs, hips, arms, wrists, and finally her neck.

The Alchemists chatted as they worked. “Kind of a shame, really.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, she’s...well, she was quite lovely.” Hard hands gripped her legs.

“Yeah, well, you’ve got to break some eggs to make an omelet, they say, and whatever Lakshmi wants, Kittal gives her.” More hands gripped her under the arms. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Godsdamned right I’m ready, you torturing bastards. Mya stoked her hatred, willing it to burn away the opium fog. Wait...

“On three, then. One...two...three!”

As they lifted, Mya opened her eyes. A face hovered over hers, blurry, but clear enough. Kelsey’s eyes widened, his mouth opening to shout. Only a strangled gasp escaped as she latched onto his throat with both hands.

At the same moment, Mya snatched one leg free of Tieg’s grasp and lashed out blindly. Her foot connected with something solid. His grip vanished and glass and metal crashed to the floor over by the wall.

Mya embraced the rage, madness rising like a wellspring from her battered soul. Squeezing with every ounce of her strength, she dug her fingers deep until flesh split and fragile bones cracked. She tried to flip up and off the slab, but the drug made her clumsy. She fell with a bone-jarring thump to the stone floor, dragging Kelsey down with her, her blood-slicked hands still locked around his throat. Tighter and tighter she squeezed until a crimson stream spilled from his mouth, and his eyes rolled up.

Metal clashed behind her. Tieg struggled to rise amidst the shards of glass and metal implements, one hand clutching his shattered and bleeding jaw. She lurched up on wobbly legs, egged on by the mad voice in the back of her mind—Kill! Murder the torturing bastards!—and flung herself at the Alchemist. He cried out as she crashed into him, and they fell in a tangle, her fingers groping and grasping, her legs twisting and clamping around him. Kill...murder... vengeance...

Mya plunged her thumbs into his eyes, extinguishing Tieg’s horrified gaze. The Alchemist bucked and fought, but she clung tight, squeezing her legs together. Deeper and deeper she pushed. Hate him! Kill him! Her world narrowed to just the two of them, locked in an embrace of life and death. 

Pain lanced into her side, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but her rage.

Once...twice...thrice, she bashed the Alchemist’s skull against the unyielding stone floor. Blood spread in a widening pool. Death spasms wracked his body, but she smashed his head down one more time for good measure before pulling her fingers from their bloody sheathes and releasing him.

Pain pulsed through the fog of opium, and Mya blinked down at the dagger protruding from her side. A weapon... I should keep it... With a weapon she could fight or, if that failed, take her own life. Her unsteady fingers fumbled pulling it out, and she hissed between clenched teeth. Blood—too much—flowed from the wound. Would it heal? Could she stand, walk, escape?

Don’t ask stupid questions, just do it!

Gripping the edge of a table, Mya pulled herself up. She shook her head to clear the drug-induced haze, and the room swam around her, then steadied, an abattoir, blood dripping from her fingers... I did that... Oh gods... She nearly toppled, her blood-slicked hands scrabbling for purchase on the stone slab.

No! Focus! Escape or you’re dead!

Mya took a breath and tried to take stock. The two Alchemists were dead. She had a weapon. She was unfettered. All good. The chill air reminded her she was naked. She looked down, and a gasp caught in her throat. Waxy scars covered her chest, abdomen, and legs. Only where the restraints had held her immobile did narrow bands of her familiar runes dance and swirl. Bile burned Mya’s throat, and she retched dryly.

How can I fight...live...survive without them? Despair threatened to overwhelm her.

Forget it! her inner voice chided. Get out!

Mya looked at the corpses, considered their clothing and boots.

No time! Get out!

She fumbled with the sheet they’d used to cover her, cutting a ragged hole in the middle and pulling it on like a poncho. Blood smeared the fabric—hers or theirs, she didn’t know or care. Stumbling to the door, she pressed down on the handle and it opened. Peering out, worry niggled at her. What am I forgetting? She glanced back at the gore-spattered room and her bloody footprints. Leaving a trail... She wiped her feet as clean as she could. Still the worry niggled, but nothing came to mind beyond the imperative to escape.

A single oil lamp turned low lit the empty corridor. Straining to listen over her pounding heart, Mya picked out the distant clatter of metal, wood, and porcelain. The scent of food clenched her empty stomach. It was early; perhaps they were all eating breakfast.

Careful... Quiet... There’ll be guards or servants...

Mya edged out into a hallway, closing the door quietly behind her. The floor seemed to tilt like a pitching rowboat, and she leaned against one wall for support. Cautiously, she staggered past four closed doors, two on each side. She ignored them; she needed to find a way out, not explore. If she opened a door into a barracks, her escape and her life would be over.

The hallway teed into another, and she peered around the corner to her left. The dining room must be through the open door at the end of the hall, though she couldn’t see the source of the chatter and clatter. In the other direction, the hallway sported several closed doors before turning left. Stepping out into the open would risk being spotted from the dining room, but she had nowhere else to go.

Mya crept out with her back to the wall, both for balance and to keep a narrow profile. The dim lighting would help, but if someone happened to glance out from the dining room, a woman wearing a bloody sheet would raise an immediate alarm. A burst of laughter froze her in her tracks, her heart pounding in her chest, but when no one appeared, she moved on. She passed the closed doors, praying they wouldn’t open and belch out an army of assassins, and finally reached the corner.

So far, so good.

She leaned out far enough to peer around with one eye and immediately jerked back. Two assassins with loaded crossbows guarded a rising stairway at the end of the corridor, dashing her hopes. She recalled how easily she had avoided the guards beneath the brick factory, sprinting up the wall and effortlessly evading their bolts. In her current condition, she’d be lucky to get three steps before they shot her down.

Shit! Nowhere to go... Mya glanced back at the dining room and the closed doors, and despair tried to claw its way into her heart.

Think, Mya! Maybe I can hide... When they found her missing, guards would begin searching. Perhaps she could use the distraction to strike and flee in the confusion. But hide where?

Mya checked the nearest door, but the latch didn’t budge. Keys! Tieg and Kelsey had used keys to enter the lab and unlock her restraints. That’s what I forgot! Cursing silently, she staggered to the next door. The latch yielded to her touch.

Thank you...

She opened the door and peered into the dark, sweltering room. It wasn’t a barracks, so she slipped inside and closed the door behind her.

Acrid scents bit her nose even before she sorted out the room’s vast, cluttered, and confusing contents. In the center, flame-fed cauldrons bubbled and hissed, throwing up pungent steam that rendered the air thick and hard to breathe. Wide tables lining two walls supported all manner of glass contrivances. Liquids bubbled above blue alcohol flames and flowed up spiral glass tubes in defiance of gravity. 

Mya grimaced. Alchemy—half chemistry, half magic, and totally beyond her ken. It didn’t matter. There was no place to hide in here. Turning back to the door, she stubbed her toe on a thick iron grating in the floor. A drain? Memories surfaced of wading through sewers with Dee. Maybe... It was barely as wide as her shoulders from corner to corner, but she might just fit through.

Kneeling, she tugged at the grating, but the wrought-iron bars were as thick as her thumb. There was no way she could break it. The mortared edge, however, was crumbling, probably due to long years of exposure to harsh chemicals. Her dagger fit easily into one of the cracks, and gentle pressure popped out a piece of mortar as long as her finger.

Yes!

Mya pried out piece after piece of the fragile mortar, dropping each through the grating. If I hide my tracks, they might not figure out where I went. She worked frantically, expecting the door to open any moment. When the last piece lifted free, she lay the dagger aside and gripped the thick iron with both hands.

Please... she prayed to any god willing to listen. Drawing a deep breath, she heaved, but the grating didn’t budge.

“Come on, Mya...” Bracing her feet, she heaved again, straining until her head felt like it would explode. Gasping for breath, she gave up. I need a crowbar, or...

Mya snatched up the dagger and wedged the tip into the crack around the grating. Hammering the pommel with her palm, she levered it back and forth, repeating the process half a dozen times around the seam. Still the grating remained fixed in place. Her vision blurred with tears.

“Come on, come on, come on!” She wrenched at the blade...and it snapped off an inch above the floor.

“No, no, no!” Mya reversed her grip and smashed the pommel down on the broken tip of the blade as hard as she could, heedless of the noise, then again, and once more. “Please, please!” On the third impact, something cracked, and the grating shifted.

Mya sat back on her heels, her head spinning. Staring at the grating, she couldn’t remember why she’d been trying so hard to break it loose. Over the reek of chemicals, a familiar scent wormed its way into her drug-addled mind. The stench of blood—her hands and the sheet she wore were red with it—reignited the memory of Kittal’s vile machine slicing off her skin.

Escape!

Mya heaved on the grating. This time it came up, and she lay it down to one side. Hurry! She peered down into the darkness, but couldn’t see the bottom, though she’d heard bits of mortar splash into water not far below. The sides of the drain were caked with filth.

Now’s not the time to be squeamish.

Mya clenched the broken knife between her teeth and lowered herself down into the slimy orifice. When her eyes were level with the floor, she wedged one leg across the shaft and dragged the grating back into place. Maybe, if they were in a hurry, they wouldn’t notice the missing mortar. Even if they did, few would be willing or able to follow. Most men wouldn’t even fit down the drain.

Mya wormed her way down into the depths of Tsing’s sewers, biting back her revulsion as tiny creatures skittered over her skin in the darkness. Her feet splashed into ankle-deep water. A pipe, barely larger than the shaft, stretched away in both directions. Contorting herself, she started scrabbling forward. You’re alive, Mya! Just keep crawling! Keep crawling or die. This has got to come out somewhere!
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Benj looked at his pocket watch, cursing the whole notion of mornings. He had just enough time for one more interview before heading down to headquarters. Yawning, his tucked the watch back into his pocket. “Too bad I ain’t gettin’ paid for all this extra work,” he muttered.

Lucky Gem’s was quiet this early, though there were a few diehards playing cards and chatting up the sleepy whores. Benj had been coming over in his off hours, checking up on Otar and questioning the employees. So far, his efforts hadn’t yielded much; Otar drank and gambled almost every night, rarely raising his head until mid-morning. Benj preferred a similar schedule, but he was doing all the work himself on this case. He didn’t dare tell anyone else about the suspicious association between Dreyfus and the former imperial guard captain; if word got back to the boss, he’d lose his stripes, at the very least.

But who else could he tell who could do anything to help? Someone outside the chain of command, maybe. The thought brought Miss Moirin to mind, but she’d gone missing, and Dee hadn’t shown up for their scheduled meeting. He was undoubtedly busy trying to find her. No help there...

Benj accepted a refill on his cup of blackbrew from Gem and nodded his thanks, scanning the room with a judicious eye. His gaze fell on a curvy redhead and something Gem had told him clicked into place.

“That the one you said Otar likes?”

“Aye, that’s Jacie.” Gem and Benj went way back, and she knew better than to withhold information. She shook her head and sighed. “She’s a good earner, but she drinks up her pay. Not long for this business, poor lass.”

“Thanks.” Benj took his cup and sauntered over to where Jacie sat eating her breakfast, a short, broad-shouldered man talking to her over a cup.

“You’re Jacie, right?” Benj sat down at the table, ignoring the glare from her companion.

“I might be.” Her eyes lingered on the stripes on his collar as she shoveled a spoonful of lumpy porridge into her mouth.

“The lady’s havin’ her breakfast, mate,” the man grumbled.

“I see that. And I’m talkin’ to her, and you’re buggering off.” Benj grinned at him. “Don’t worry, friend. This won’t take long. You can have a go at her when I’m through.”

“Bloody cap.” The man picked up his mug and left the table.

“That wasn’t very nice, Sergeant,” Jacie chided. “He was a payin’ customer, you know.”

“Oh, I think I was bein’ very nice.” Benj fished a silver crown from his pocket and flipped it across his knuckles. Experience had taught him that silver brought out the best in people. “You see, I’m payin’ you, too, and all you got to use that mouth of yours for is talkin’.”

Jacie smiled amiably and continued to eat, her eyes following the silver back and forth across his scarred knuckles. “All right, Sergeant. What’s on your mind?”

“Gem tells me that old sot Otar favors you.”

“True enough.” She shrugged. “What of it?”

“What does he talk about?”

She laughed. “Not much other than what he wants me to do. Fella’s got quite an imagination. Always somethin’ new.”

Benj sipped his blackbrew. “Not much. That’s more than nothin’. He ever mention anyone by name? Why he got dismissed from the Imperial Guard? How he feels about the new emperor? His old aunt in Miravore? Anything at all?”

“Oh, he’s got no love for the new emperor, that’s clear enough. Calls him all kinda awful names, usually when he’s got a head full of whiskey.”

“What about friends? Does he play cards with anyone regular? Have any visitors?”

“Not so much.” Another bite of porridge muffled her next words. “He does keep odd company sometimes, though.”

“What kind of company?” Benj sat up straighter. This was the first he’d heard that Otar had company at all.

“Well, we was headin’ up to his room a few nights ago and this fella was already in there. I thought at first Oatie wanted me to do ’em both, but he just shoved me out of there like a bag of dirty laundry and locked the door.”

“What did this man look like?”

“Like a Downwind beggar.” Jacie wrinkled her nose. “Skinny, hair and beard cropped short, gray robes. He’d a scary look to him. I’m glad Oatie didn’t want a threesome. The freaky ones creep me out.”

Otar consorting with beggars? It didn’t seem likely, given the man’s former position. Maybe he’d picked up a drug habit and this had been his supplier. “Did you hear a name?”

“Nah, but Oatie seemed surprised to see him there. I heard him say through the door he’d told the guy never to come in the evenings.” Jacie stopped eating and pointed her spoon at Benj to emphasize her next point. “I wondered how he got into the room in the first place. Oatie keeps it locked, and Gem don’t give her pass key out to anyone ever.”

“Robes and short cropped hair, you say?” A niggling suspicion tickled the base of the sergeant’s skull. Reaching into the inside pocket of his jacket, he retrieved a copy of the flier he’d been passing around. He unfolded it and showed it to her. “Is this him?”

“Hey! That is him! Well, I’ll be buggered!”

A saucy quip died on the tip of Benj’s tongue as the impact of what she’d said struck home. Hoseph talking with the former captain of the Imperial Guard? His hands shook as he folded the flier and tucked it away.

Standing, he dropped the silver crown on the table. “Thank you, Jacie.”

“Any time, Sergeant.” She snatched up the coin and grinned. “Easiest silver I made in a long time! Come see me if you want me to work for it next time.”

“I just might.” He gave her a tight smile. “No word to Otar about what we just spoke of, now. Or anyone else for that matter.”

“Oh, I got a real short memory, Sergeant.” She winked at him. “I hardly remember my own name some days.”

Benj hurried out of Lucky Gem’s and along the street toward the constabulary, his mind awhirl. Unconsciously, he touched the pocket holding the flier. Hoseph, the most wanted fugitive in Tsing, implicated in the attempt on the emperor’s life, was meeting with Otar, and Otar was Chief Constable Dreyfus’ new drinking buddy.

And Dreyfus is in charge of security for the emperor’s big public announcement.

Cold dread roiled Benj’s gut, his time-honored instinct kicking in. This was big, way bigger than a constable sergeant could deal with.

The question is, what in the Nine Hells can I do about it?


Chapter III

[image: image]

––––––––

The heat and noise of the blacksmith’s shop faded as Lad followed Dee down a steep flight of stairs. At the bottom, a long corridor ended at a door guarded by a man and woman, both armed to the teeth. From their calluses and scars, he judged them well versed in the use of their weaponry. The guards scrutinized Lad, but simply nodded to Dee, knocked on the door, and opened it.

Inside, several assassins crowded around a wide table strewn with maps, inkwells, and blackbrew mugs. A few others stood by attentively. Lad scanned all their faces. At Dee’s glance, he shook his head. None of these were among those who had seen Lad when he and Mya ran into a patrol of Enforcers their first night in Tsing. Dee had agreed to keep Lad’s identity a secret if possible. With any luck, he’d never encounter any of them, and his assumed identity would hold up.

“Dee! Good! You’re back.” A tall, raven-haired man with a warrior’s build waved them over to the table.

Noncey, of course, Lad thought, noting the man’s numerous weapons. He hardly needed Dee’s introductions—his descriptions had been spot on—but nodded politely. Master Hunter Embree also fit the profile of his vocation, his analytical eye roving over Lad from head to toe, lingering on his old scars and his maimed left hand. The Master Enforcer, however, was not what he expected, lithe and beautiful, with faintly pointed ears peeking from beneath her shimmering blonde hair, rather than scarred and brutish as most Enforcers seemed to be. 

“And you must be Bloodhound.” Embree stepped around the table and held out a hand to Lad. “Funny that Mya never mentioned you.”

“No, it’s not.” Lad shook the hand, matching the Hunter’s attempt at a crushing grip exactly and interpreting the effrontery in Embree’s eyes. The Master Hunter had failed to track down Mya and regarded his presence as an insult. Lad couldn’t have cared less. “I’m not a member of your guild.”

“Well, if you can find Mya, I don’t care if you’re a member of the Prostitutes Guild.” Clemson shook his hand as well, her smile friendly.

“So, do we call you Bloodhound?” Noncey shook his hand and grinned. “You must be pretty good to have earned a nickname like that.”

“Yes, and yes, I am.” Lad was willing to be polite, but he wasn’t about to offer explanations. The sooner he found Mya, the sooner he could go home.

“Fair enough.” Clemson gestured to the map-strewn table. “Let us show you what we’ve got so far.”

“Please.” Lad shared a glance with Dee. “Time’s not on our side or Mya’s. I’d like to see the place where she was kidnapped before any potential clues degrade beyond use.” 

“We already searched the place thoroughly. The trail ends in a laundry, and there’s no trace of where they went from there.” Icy distain rimed Embree’s words.

“With all due respect, Master Embree, I haven’t searched it.” Lad met the man’s eyes without fear or rancor. “I don’t have to prove myself to any of you. If you don’t want my help, I’ll leave.”

Embree wrinkled his nose. “Well, if balls was all it took, you’d have found her already!”

“There’s no harm in letting him try,” Noncey said sharply.

“None at all.” Clemson nodded curtly to Dee. “Use my carriage. Jolee, go with them.”

“Yes, Master.” A huge woman stepped forward with a covert wink and tusky smile at Dee.

“I’ll go as well,” Embree turned to another assassin. “Orvis, coordinate our search patterns with the Blades and Enforcers.”

“I don’t need any help.” Lad glanced at the massive Jolee. “Or protection.”

“You don’t understand.” Embree took a step forward, his posture stiff. “I’m Master Hunter here, and I say I’m going with you. I can save you time by showing you what we’ve already found.”

“Can we just stop the pissing contest and get moving?” Dee snapped.

Lad looked at Dee in surprise. His time in Tsing had changed the meek assistant into someone willing to stand up to both Lad and a master, technically his superior. Lad nodded to Embree. “You’re right, of course. Time is our first priority.”
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