



  [image: cover]






Dear Reader,

Thank you for buying this book. You may have noticed that it is free of Digital Rights Management. This means we have not enforced copy protection on it. All Tor ebooks are available DRM-free so that once you purchase one of our ebooks, you can download it as many times as you like, on as many e-readers as you like. 

We believe that making our Tor ebooks DRM-free is the best for our readers, allowing you to use legitimately-purchased ebooks in perfectly legal ways, like moving your library from one e-reader to another. We understand that DRM can make your ebooks less easy to read. It also makes building and maintaining your digital library more complicated. For these reasons, we are committed to remaining DRM-free.

We ask you for your support in ensuring that our DRM-free ebooks are not subject to piracy. Illegally downloaded books deprive authors of their royalties, the salaries they rely on to write. If you want to report an instance of piracy, you can do so by emailing us: anti-piracy@macmillan.com.

Very best wishes,

The Tor UK team & our authors





  




  AMONG THIEVES




  A TALE OF THE KIN




  DOUGLAS HULICK




  TOR




  







  For Jamie, who always believed, even when I didn’t.




  In memory of my father, Nicholas Hulick, who read to me and never said no when it came to getting another book. I miss you, Dad.




  







  Chapter One




  Athel the Grinner wasn’t grinning. In fact, he didn’t look that good at all. A long night of torture will do that to a person.




  I knelt beside him. He was naked, his arms lashed across the top of a barrel, the rest of him collapsed behind. I avoided looking at the bloody mess that had once been his hands and feet.




  “Athel,” I said. Nothing. I slapped the smuggler lightly on his sweaty cheek. “Hey, Athel.” His eyelids fluttered once. I wove my fingers into his hair, took hold, and

  raised his head so he could see me. If any of the sympathy or pity I felt showed on my face, so be it. I don’t have to like what I do sometimes. I said his name again.




  Athel’s eyes opened and began wandering around the shadowed room. I waited for him to notice me in the candlelight. He did.




  “Drothe?” he said. His voice was slow and rusty as he spoke my name. I could tell he was having trouble focusing on me in the flickering light.




  “Grinner,” I replied, “want to tell me something?”




  “Wha . . . ?” His eyes began to close.




  I gave his head a shake. “Athel!” His dark eyes snapped open, feverish in their intensity. I leaned forward and locked my gaze with his, trying to hold his attention by force of

  will.




  “Where’s the reliquary?” I said.




  Athel tried to swallow, but coughed instead. “Already told you it’s coming. I just . . .”




  “If it’s coming,” I said, “why did I have to chase you halfway across the city? Why did I have to drag you off that skiff as it was launching into the bay? Doesn’t

  seem like you’ve been playing straight with me, Grinner.”




  Athel shook his head, his hair tugging gently in my hand, and grinned weakly. “Wouldn’t cross you, Drothe — you know that.”




  “But you did,” I said. I tapped one of his ruined fingers, making him gasp. “You told me earlier, remember?” I let him think back on the pain and remember why he had

  decided to talk the first time. “You’ve put me in an awkward position, Athel. I have a buyer and no reliquary for him. That undercuts my reputation. That makes me unhappy. So, either

  you tell me where to find that reliquary, or I come back after my people have done some more persuading.”




  I could tell he was thinking about it. His eyes glassed over, and his jaw wobbled softly as he argued it over inside. If the Angels had any mercy, they would let him crack the rest of the way

  right now. I knelt next to what was left of him and waited, hoping it would end here.




  When Athel finally came back up from wherever he had been, I could see the Angels weren’t on my side tonight. Despite all he had gone through, he was still able to summon up a piercing

  look and give me the weakest shake of his head.




  I placed his head gently back on top of the barrel and stood.




  “I need to know who he sold it to,” I said. “I need a name.”




  “I’ll get you one. Don’t worry,” said a voice from the darkened warehouse around us.




  Shatters came walking into the candle’s circle of light, his two assistants behind him. One was carrying a bucket of seawater.




  The Agonyman was small, even shorter than I, with broad shoulders and no neck to speak of. His hands were long and expressive, like an artist’s, and he was constantly cracking his knuckles

  as he walked. Shatters stopped beside me and smiled a cruel, hungry smile. “He’s close to the edge now. Won’t take much more to get him babbling like a drunken whore.” He

  popped a thumb joint for emphasis.




  The assistant with the bucket stepped forward and emptied it over Athel. The smuggler sputtered, then howled as the salt water reached his ravaged hands. I turned away as the other assistant

  began sorting through the torturer’s tools that had been set aside during my interview.




  “Let me know when he’s ready.” My voice came out thick. “I’ll be outside.” Shatters’s laughter followed me through the shuttered warehouse until I

  opened the door and stepped outside.




  I blinked in surprise at the sunlight that struck me in the face. Dawn already? I squinted at the soft glow that seemed to suffuse every tower and building of the Imperial capital. Ildrecca

  tried its hardest to look peaceful and serene in that light, but I’ve known the city too long to be fooled so easily. Nice try, old friend.




  Bronze Degan was across the street, leaning in a doorway. I went over.




  “Anything?” he asked.




  “Not since the last time I went in.” I gestured to the sun in the east. “When did that happen?”




  “Not too long ago.” He yawned. “How much longer?”




  I felt myself yawn in return. I hated that. “Hell if I know,” I said.




  Degan grunted and rearranged himself in the doorway. Half again as tall as me, with fair hair and skin, broad shoulders, and a lean build, he seemed to fill the entire space on his own. Some of

  that came from the cut of his clothes — the flowing, long green linen coat, left open to show off the copper-colored doublet beneath, the matching full-cut breeches, the wide-brimmed hat

  — but just as much came from the man himself. He had an air of easy, capable confidence about him that caused people to give him a healthy berth even in the most crowded city streets. Of

  course, it didn’t hurt that a bronze-chased sword hung at his side, either — a sword that marked him as a member of the Order of the Degans, an old mercenary order in an even older

  city. No one entered into that select brotherhood of sell-swords without plenty of personal cachet to begin with.




  I slid into the doorway beside Degan, sat down on the stoop, and dug out two ahrami seeds from the pouch around my neck. They were small and oval, the size of my largest knuckle, and darkly

  roasted. I rubbed them between my palms to let them absorb some sweat. A sharp, acrid smell, with subtle hints of cinnamon, earth, and smoke, rose up from my hands. I felt my pulse quicken at the

  aroma.




  “Breakfast,” announced Degan.




  I looked up. “What?”




  “I’ve decided you owe me breakfast.”




  “Oh?”




  Degan gave me a wry look as he silently counted off three fingers.




  “Ah,” I said. “Well, I suppose you earned it.”




  Degan snorted. There had been three men with Athel the Grinner when I’d finally tracked him down — three very large men. For me, they would have been an impossible barrier; for

  Degan, they were little more than an inconvenience. If not for him, I’d never have made it out of that plaza, and Athel would still be grinning.




  “Thanks,” I added. It was something I didn’t say to my friend nearly enough, and something he didn’t worry about hearing. We’d been running the streets together

  long enough to have moved past words and gestures like that.




  Degan shrugged. “Slow night. I needed something to do.”




  I smiled and was just slipping the ahrami seeds into my mouth when a muffled scream came out of the warehouse. Degan and I looked up and down the street, but there was no one to hear

  Athel’s cries — or, at least, no one who felt inclined to investigate. I shuddered in the silence that followed.




  I had been planning on letting the seeds sit in my mouth for a while, to savor the quickening of my pulse in anticipation. Now, I simply bit down. The ahrami filled my mouth with smoky,

  bittersweet flavor. I chewed quickly, swallowed, and waited for them to hit.




  They came on fast, as the straight seeds always do. One moment I was tired and half asleep; the next, I felt revitalized. The cobwebs that had been draping themselves across my mind for the last

  several hours receded, replaced with a sense of alertness. I could feel the worst of the tension drain out of me. My back loosened, and the pressure that had been building behind my eyes faded

  away. The fatigue was still there — I wasn’t going to be running across the city again any time soon — but I didn’t feel as raw as I had a few moments ago.




  I sat up a little straighter and worked the kinks from my shoulders. My mind was settled, my pulse was steady, and my eyes were sharp once more.




  I shook the bag around my neck before slipping it back under my shirt. Only a few seeds left. I’d have to restock soon.




  We settled back and waited. I thought I heard a few more screams, but the city was coming alive by then and the yells seemed softer than before, so it was hard to tell.




  One of Shatters’s men came out to get me just as the ahrami was starting to wear off. By the time I made it back into the warehouse and stood at the Agonyman’s side, the rush had

  faded completely, leaving me in a less than charitable mood.




  “Well?” I said.




  Shatters was rinsing his hands and forearms in a large bucket of water that had been set atop a crate. “Gotcher name.”




  “And?” I said.




  “Amazing how good this feels after a long night,” he said, nodding toward the water. “Ya get warm, working on a man that long.” Shatters glanced at me sideways.

  “Makes you appreciate the simple things, you know?”




  I stayed silent. I suspected I knew where this was going, but I wanted to let him get there on his own.




  “Like hawks,” said Shatters. “Hawks are simple things.”




  “Oh?”




  He nodded. “You want something, you give a person hawks and he gives it to ya. The more you want it, the more money you give him.”




  I nodded. This was going where I had thought it would: Shatters was trying to shake me down.




  “Pretty simple,” I said. “Except we already agreed on a price.”




  Shatters paused as he leaned over the bucket. I noticed that the water had taken on a reddish tint. “This took longer than I expected,” he said flatly. “I figure if something

  takes that long to get, it’s worth a higher price. A man don’t hold out like Athel did for sheer stubbornness.” He ran a finger through the water. “You want to hear what he

  had to say, you’ll hatch some more hawks.”




  “Or?”




  “Or he won’t be telling no one nothing ever again, and the name walks with me.”




  “I see.”




  Shatters grinned. “Smart lad.” He bent down to rinse his face.




  “Smart,” I agreed as I grabbed the back of his neck and shoved his head down into the water. I shifted my weight to keep him there, steadying the bucket with my other hand as he

  struggled.




  As a rule, I don’t mind renegotiating — hell, it’s part of doing business with people like Shatters. Kin are always trying to line their pockets with a few extra hawks. But

  there’s a right way and a wrong way to do it. The right way involves respect and a little give and take from both sides; the wrong way usually involves demanding more money “or

  else.” Unless I’m the one offering it, I hate “or else.”




  Even underwater, Shatters was loud. His assistants came running. I barely glanced up as they came into sight.




  “First one of you raises a hand goes dustmans,” I said. They both skidded to a stop, torn between my threat to kill them and their duty to their master. They eyed me, Shatters, and

  each other in turn.




  I knew I had them the moment they hesitated. “Fade,” I said. Still, they stood there. I looked up from Shatters’s flailing and met the larger man’s eyes. “What are

  you, a couple of Eriffs? Don’t you know who I am? I said, fade!”




  The larger man ducked his head and turned away. The smaller one paused and eyed the distance between us, considering. I showed my teeth.




  “Come on, pup. Try me.”




  He left.




  Shatters’s struggles had begun to weaken by then. I raised his head out of the water long enough for him to get half a breath, then shoved it back under. Pause, repeat, and again. Near the

  end of the fourth dunking, I let go and stepped away.




  Shatters fell sideways with his head still in the bucket, spilling water over himself and the floor. He lay there, coughing violently, his body convulsing with the effort. I knelt down and

  relieved him of his dagger as he vomited up water and bile.




  “The name,” I said when he was done.




  Shatters spit. “Screw,” he said.




  “That’s not a name,” I said. I stood and pushed his face into his own vomit with my foot, crushing his nose against the floor in the process. “Try again.”




  Shatters gagged and tried to wrench his head up. I let him after a moment.




  “Ioclaudia,” he gasped. “The name’s Ioclaudia.”




  I arched an eyebrow. It was an old-fashioned name; certainly one I wasn’t familiar with on the street. “Who is . . . ?” I asked.




  Shatters started on another coughing fit. I nudged him with the toe of my boot.




  “Who is?”




  “Don’t know. Athel wouldn’t say.”




  “What’s her connection with Athel? Was she his buyer?”




  “I don’t know. Maybe.”




  “Where is she?”




  Shatters shook his head.




  “What about the reliquary?” I said. “Did you find out where it is?”




  Shatters was rising to his hands and knees now, arms trembling but getting stronger every moment. “All he said was he needed to make some kind of swap. It sounded as if it came up

  suddenlike.”




  “And he used my reliquary?”




  Shatters nodded.




  Bastard. “What did he swap it for?”




  “How the hell should I know?” Anger had found its way back into his voice. “Shit,” he said, looking up at me. “You little shit. Do you know what my brothers will do

  to you for this?”




  I reached out and put his own dagger against his cheek. Shatters froze, staring at the steel. It was sharp; a rivulet of blood appeared without any effort on my part.




  “Don’t even think about making this personal,” I said. “You tried to shake me down, and I called you on it. It’s business. It’s over.” I moved

  the blade down, letting it linger beside his neck. “But if you insist on bringing in your fellow Agonymen, not only will I take it poorly, but Nicco probably won’t be too pleased,

  either. And I know you don’t want him mad at you.”




  Shatters paled at the mention of Nicco’s name. Niccodemus Alludrus was well-known for his temper, especially when he thought he was being crossed. Trying to cheat me was not automatically

  the same as trying to cross Nicco, but there were times when the lines between his and my interests blurred. This wasn’t one of them, but I wasn’t about to let Shatters know that.




  “Do we have an understanding?” I said. Shatters nodded his head as gently as he could, given the dagger at his throat.




  “Good.” I withdrew the blade and turned away, leaving Shatters to gather himself while I went to see Athel the Grinner.




  If I had had any second thoughts about treating Shatters roughly, they vanished as soon as I saw what was left of the Grinner. The Agonyman and his boys had moved on from Athel’s hands and

  feet after I’d left; now, there was precious little left on the smuggler that was not torn, cut, or mutilated in some way. Just seeing him hurt. Worst of all, he was still conscious . . . and

  looking at me.




  I kept my bile down, not for Athel’s sake, but because I wasn’t about to give Shatters the satisfaction. I took a deep breath, ran a hand down my mustache and goatee, and stepped

  over to the barrel.




  Athel’s breathing was ragged and wet sounding. One eye was swollen shut, but the other managed to keep me in sight as I came up beside him. I expected hatred there, or anger, or madness

  — anything but what I seemed to see: calm. Not the false serenity brought on by shock, or the stillness of exhaustion, but a quiet, almost-composed ease. I felt myself shudder beneath that

  placid gaze.




  Athel the Grinner, I realized as I met his eye, was done. There was nothing more we could do to make him talk; nothing left he was willing to tell us before he died. Letting Ioclaudia’s

  name out had probably been an accident, or a gift, and he wasn’t about to let that happen again — his gaze told me as much.




  I crouched down beside him, keeping my knees out of the blood that covered the floor. He blinked his good eye slowly, briefly. After a moment, I realized he was winking.




  I reached for my own blade and found I still had Shatters’s knife in my hand. Athel followed my look, then turned his lone eye back to me. He grinned as I cut his throat.




  When I came walking back from the barrel, Shatters and his two boys were waiting. One of the apprentices had refilled the bucket. Shatters’s vomit-stained shirt was gone,

  revealing a mixture of knobby muscles and old scars scattered across his torso. Water still clung to his head and chest from where he had rinsed himself off.




  “That was stupid,” Shatters said. A knuckle popped.




  I didn’t say anything — I just rested my hand on the blued steel of my rapier guard and turned it to catch the light. It was sheer bravado; I wasn’t nearly good enough to take

  three of them at once. With luck, I might hold them off while I yelled to Degan for help.




  Shatters followed my movement and smiled. “Jumpy? Ought to be, but I ain’t talking about my bath.” He gestured behind me. “I meant your meat back there. You

  shouldn’t have dusted him — I could have gotten more.”




  “He was done talking.”




  “So you say. I say he had more in him.” Shatters tsked and laid a thumb across one of his fingers. “Such a waste. I could’ve made that meat squeal” —

  pop — “till it was music.”




  “Make music on your own time.” I wasn’t about to try to explain what I had seen in Athel’s gaze — Shatters took too much joy in his work to admit anyone could

  outlast him. “Just clean the place up and make sure the body’s found.”




  Shatters frowned but nodded nonetheless. When Athel’s corpse turned up in a day or two, it would be missing the ring finger of each hand — street code for “This one betrayed

  his own.” Ages ago, the empire had cut off a thief’s thumb to mark him as a criminal; now, we criminals cut our own to mark them as traitors. Who says we don’t learn anything from

  polite society?




  I stepped aside as Shatters and his boys moved past on their way to the corpse. I watched them for a moment, just to be sure they weren’t going to jump me, then continued back to where I

  had had my “conversation” with Shatters. Athel’s things were still heaped in a pile on the floor. Some of the water from the spilled bucket had run over to it. Sighing, I picked

  up the damp mass and held it away from my body, letting it drip freely.




  They had taken the lantern with them. Only a single candle remained, perched on a nearby box. I set Athel’s things on a crate and looked at the candle, considering.




  It was a mixed blessing, being able to see in the dark better than anything, save maybe a cat. In alleys, on rooftops, for stalking the night, the strange gift my stepfather, Sebastian, had

  given me was invaluable. But at times like these, with natural light and the temporary blindness it could bring a mere glance away, my night vision was an uneasy proposition at best.




  That, and the risk of discovery, gave me pause. I didn’t relish trying to explain my examining Athel’s things in the dark should Shatters or his assistants return. The best edge was

  one you kept hidden, and this was mine. I’d never met anyone else who had night vision except for Sebastian, and he had given it up the night he performed the ritual that passed it on to me.

  I’d shared its existence with only three people since that night decades ago, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to bring Shatters into that select circle.




  No. Convenient as it might have been to step off into the darkened warehouse and have Athel’s belongings limn themselves in a faint amber glow, now was not the time to take chances.




  I moved the candle closer to Athel’s sodden possessions. I’d searched his things earlier, but not especially well. I had been counting on the questioning to give me the answers I

  wanted. Now, though, with nothing more than a name and a dead smuggler getting cold . . .




  I started with the clothes, wringing them out and checking for hidden pockets, lined seams, or false soles on the shoes. Nothing. The purse held a few coins — three copper owls and a

  silver hawk — and a scarred lead lozenge. I recognized it as an old pilgrim’s token from my grandfather’s time. It was triple-stamped with the three symbols of the emperor, one

  for each of his recurring incarnations. Whoever had originally owned this had completed the imperial pilgrimage route — no small feat, given it had stretched nearly a thousand miles. A series

  of border wars and an imperial decree had shifted the route since then, making these tokens a rare thing. I put the coins back in the purse for Shatters’s men to find, and pocketed the

  token.




  The contents of Athel’s shoulder satchel hadn’t changed, either: a pipe, two thin candles (broken), a leather smoker’s packet, and a wedge of moldy cheese. Feeling the need to

  be thorough, I broke apart the pipe, crumbled the cheese in my hands, and upended the small packet onto the crate. The pipe held nothing but char; the cheese smelled dry and old; and the packet

  contained some finely shredded tobacco and three long, narrow scraps of paper twisted lengthwise to form simple pipe tapers.




  I turned the shoulder satchel inside out, checking the lining and cutting open the seams for good measure.




  Nothing.




  Hell.




  I leaned against the crate and stared into the darkness of the warehouse. Back behind me, I could hear Shatters’s men cursing as they moved something unwieldy — likely Athel’s

  body. I also heard someone call my name.




  “Drothe?” It was Degan.




  “Here,” I called.




  I listened to him thread his way through the barrels and crates, then saw the glow that came with him. He must have taken one of Shatters’s lanterns. I squinted and purposefully turned my

  back to him, but the illumination still made my eyes burn. The place must have been dim enough to start awakening my night vision after all, even with the candle.




  “Anything?” he said as he came up beside me.




  “A name,” I said, blinking rapidly as my eyes gave one last fiery protest and then settled into normal vision. “Ioclaudia.”




  “Old name,” observed Degan.




  I nodded. “Know anyone who goes by it?”




  “Nope.”




  I nodded again. It would have been too much to hope for, anyhow.




  Degan waited. I remained silent. “Tell me that isn’t all you got,” he said.




  “That’s all I got.”




  Degan set the lantern down on the crate and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Why is it always like this with you? Why is it never easy?”




  “Luck?” I said. Degan didn’t smile. I sighed and reached for the lantern. “Come on,” I said, turning away. “The smell in here is — ” I froze in

  midmotion. “Damn.”




  Degan’s hand drifted ever so slightly toward his sword. “What?”




  I set the lantern back down and leaned forward over the crate. There, on one of the pipe tapers, just visible among the folds and twists of the paper, was an ideograph.




  I picked up the taper and carefully untwisted it. No, it hadn’t been a trick of the light. The symbol pystos, along with a host of other random markings, had been inked on the scrap

  of paper. Pystos meant “relic.” And near it, the block symbol immus, simple shorthand for “emperor.”




  Degan bent down and peered over my shoulder. He chuckled.




  “Luck, indeed,” he agreed.




  







  Chapter Two




  I held the slip of paper up and slightly away from me, angling it to better catch the sunlight coming over my shoulder. It was about as wide as my

  ring finger and a little longer than my hand. Finely inked markings — lines, dots, odd angles, and curves — ran along the left half of the paper; the rest was blank. The ideographs for

  pystos and immus were jumbled in among the rest of the markings. Aside from those words, though, it looked like a bunch of insect tracks set down in ink.




  “Cart,” said Degan from off to my right.




  I looked up and found myself a step away from walking into a parked baker’s cart. I sidestepped, but not fast enough to avoid catching my hip on a corner. Bread and rolls jostled from the

  impact, and the baker scowled as he made sure I wasn’t helping myself to any of his goods.




  “I’m surprised you didn’t let me run into the damn thing,” I said as I came alongside Degan, rubbing where I’d connected with the wood.




  “I considered it,” said Degan, “but it seemed a shame to ruin that baker’s day just for my own amusement.”




  “There’s a saying for friends like you, you know.”




  Degan laughed.




  We were in Long Brick cordon now, with Little Docks and its warehouses ten blocks behind and receding. A trace of the sea still hung in the air, but it was quickly being overpowered by the

  earthier smells of the cordon: filthy cobbles, sweaty day laborers, busy women on their way to the public fountains, and yes, the aroma of freshly baked bread. Groups of children rushed around

  carts and ducked between legs, adding to the frenzy of the early-morning traffic. I figured at least a quarter of the children were on the dodge — lifting goods, cutting purses, or spying out

  marks for their older partners.




  This was the edge of Nicco’s territory — my territory — and I marked my fellow Kin as I went. A Purse Cutter here, with her small sharp knife and deft hands; a Tail Drawer

  there, wearing a long cloak to better hide the swords he stole from other men’s belts; a Talker across the way, all fast words and plausible stories, setting up cons for the unwary; and a

  dozen other dodges as well. And everywhere, the Masters of the Black Art, begging bowls in hand, their faked maladies displayed for the Lighters as they walked by. A few Kin gave me discreet nods

  or a small signal of greeting. Most just got on with their business. I did the same.




  Degan cleared his throat. “So . . . ?” he said, indicating the slip of paper still in my hand.




  “Beats the hell out of me.” I folded it up and stuck it in my ahrami pouch. “Could be a code. Could be a cipher. Hell, it could even be a scrap of paper for lighting a

  pipe.”




  “A scrap of paper that just happens to mention an imperial relic?” said Degan. “Pretty convenient.”




  “It says ‘imperial’ and it says ‘relic.’ It doesn’t say anything directly about an ‘imperial relic.’ ”




  Degan stayed eloquently silent.




  “Yeah,” I said, “I don’t believe in coincidences like that, either, but the thing that really doesn’t make sense — ”




  “You mean some of this makes sense?”




  “The thing that really doesn’t make sense,” I continued pointedly, “is Athel. Why did he stand the knife so well?”




  “Ah,” said Degan. “That.”




  “Yes.”




  Relic hunting was one of the riskier dodges out there. The empire frowned on people lightening its holy objects, let alone selling them, and they were none too gentle with those they caught in

  the act. It ranked somewhere below trying to actually kill the emperor, but above desecrating an imperial shrine, and the Kin who ply the trade know just what to expect if they get caught.




  That was part of why I only dabbled in the trade; but Athel had made an art of it. He was famous for having hidden prayer scrolls in sausage casings, floating olive oil on top of sacred water in

  cooking jars, and wearing a vestment sash wrapped as a turban. But he’d also burned a four-hundred-year-old tract on imperial divinity rather than let the imperial relic trackers — the

  Brothers Penitent — find it on him. Athel hadn’t been the kind of man to fold in the face of adversity, or to risk himself needlessly. He had known how to cut his losses, which was why

  it hadn’t made sense for Athel to stand against Shatters for so long.




  “Why would Athel keep silent?” I said out loud. “What was the point?”




  “Money?” said Degan.




  I shook my head. “The relic was worth a lot,” I said, “but Athel knew he was dustmans from the moment I caught him. Why keep quiet if you know you aren’t going to be

  around to enjoy the hawks?”




  “Vindictive?” suggested Degan.




  “How do you mean?”




  “If he knew you were going to dust him, why tell you anything at all? He knew he was dead either way — maybe he just wanted to rub your nose in it one last time.”




  “That wasn’t Athel’s style,” I said.




  “People’s styles change under a knife, Drothe.”




  “Maybe,” I said, “but Shatters did more than enough to break a simple stubborn streak. You don’t put up with that kind of pain just to be petty.”




  “Petty men do.”




  I thought back to the look in Athel’s eye at the end. “He was a far cry from petty,” I said.




  Degan sighed. “All right — what about loyalty?”




  “From one of the Kin?” I laughed out loud.




  “I’ve known one or two to keep their word,” he said, eyeing me sidelong. “Some even make a habit of it.”




  “Usually to their regret,” I said drily. I looked around again, spotting a few of my fellow Kin on the street. Would any of them stand the knife for one of their fellows, let alone a

  local boss? Would any of them be able to stand it like Athel had?




  Once, maybe. When there had been a Dark King. When Isidore had stood at the head of all the Kin, controlling a criminal empire that spanned the underside of the true empire. The stories told how

  he had formed and shaped us, turning a morass of petty criminals and local bosses into a tightly run organization. Nothing was stolen that he didn’t get a cut of; no dodge pulled he

  couldn’t get the details on; no betrayal or cross he wouldn’t make someone pay for. Kin didn’t prey on Kin, Isidore had said, and, for a short time, until the empire — and

  the emperor — had taken notice, it had even been true.




  Emperor Lucien, maniacally jealous of his power in those days, couldn’t abide the thought of anyone else claiming sway over a kingdom — even a dark one — within his empire. All

  power flowed from the imperial throne; to set up any lesser authority within the empire without his permission was a challenge to his supreme authority. And so the aging incarnation had created the

  White Sashes, to set his personal hunters apart from his gold-sashed house guards and the black-belted legions. They had poured through the streets of Ildrecca and beyond, those White Sashes,

  dragging the Imperial legions in their wake. Kin had filled the gallows like apples in autumn orchards. Those the Whites couldn’t find rope for, they left lying in the streets. Entire

  families were cut down because one member was part of Isidore’s empire within the empire. And Isidore was marched through the streets and butchered like a sheep over the course of a day and a

  night, kept alive by Imperial magic to make sure the message struck home.




  And it had. Nearly two hundred years later, the Kin were still fractured. Where once we had a king, today small-time bosses, petty street gangs, and factional infighting were the norm. The

  closest anyone came to Isidore were the Gray Princes, and they were still a far cry away. Half-mythical crime lords who ran shadow kingdoms among the Kin, each Prince had people in dozens of

  different criminal organizations, reporting back and manipulating dodges to their agendas. No one knew how many jobs happened at their bidding, or what percentage of each take made it into their

  various coffers without anyone being the wiser; yet no one doubted they did. The Gray Princes ran no specific territories, had no bases of operation. But every Kin knew their names: Shadow, the

  Dance Mistress, Longreach, Solitude, the Piper’s Son, Crook Eye, and Blazon — legends to be avoided at all costs, if you were wise.




  But for all their genius and reach, the Princes were still pale, squabbling shadows of Isidore, just as we were all small reflections of them in one way or another. There was no pride, no center

  to the Kin anymore. I couldn’t see a typical member of the Kin taking what Shatters had done to Athel and not breaking. There wouldn’t be a percentage in holding out, and nowadays that

  was what it came down to — except, it seemed, for Athel.




  “All right,” I said, “even if I assume for a moment that Athel was keeping tight out of a sense of duty — which I don’t — it still comes down to who.

  Who would he be loyal to? He was a smuggler. He worked for himself. Who gets a smuggler to stand up to torture like that?”




  “Ioclaudia?”




  Back to the one name Athel had given us. I shook my head in frustration. “Maybe,” I said, “but who is she? She’s no Boman Prig, that’s for sure —

  otherwise one of us would have heard about her before this.”




  “Who says she has to be a notorious member of the Kin? Maybe Athel was doing it for some other reason.”




  “It’d have to be a pretty damn good reason to hold out against Shatters all night.”




  Degan stared off down the street for several paces. “Maybe Ioclaudia was family,” he said.




  “Athel’s? You mean his sister or something?”




  “Or a mother, or a lover.”




  I shook my head. “I don’t see it.”




  “No, I don’t expect you would.”




  I bit down on a sharp reply and managed a shrug instead. I wasn’t going to let myself be baited that easily. If Degan wanted to bring up my sister, he could damn well say her name. I

  wasn’t about to do it for him.




  “Don’t I owe you breakfast?” I said instead.




  “Changing the subject?”




  “Paying my debts.”




  Degan smiled. “Even better.”




  I did some quick mental figuring. “It’s Falcon Day. That means I need to stop by Mendross’s stall.”




  Degan glanced up at the sky. “Isn’t it a little early for you to be paying calls?”




  “By about eight hours,” I agreed, “but I’ve found that it never hurts to surprise your people now and again. Keeps them on edge. Besides, his produce will be fresher this

  time of day.”




  It took us less than half an hour to make our way to Fifth Angel Square. The place was home to the A’Riif Bazaar, a maze of stalls, tents, and humanity, all crammed together in an area

  that should have held half as much of each. The bazaar was famed for its cheap prices, cheaper goods, and excellent street food. A perpetual haze hung over the square, made up of equal parts

  cooking smoke, dust, and heat. Beneath the haze, the awnings and tents of the merchants created a ragged patchwork of shade and sunlight, shadows and color, through which walked a cross section of

  the empire itself, from native Ildreccan bargain hunters to refugees from the Djanese frontier, and everything in between.




  Presiding over it all was the square’s patron, the Angel Elirokos. The statue must have been a fine representation of the old Pardoner when it went up a couple centuries ago. Now, though,

  the paint had peeled off nearly a quarter of his frame to reveal the dull gray stone beneath. Only one arm, the one traditionally pointing northward, remained intact; the other had been missing for

  decades. Without his famous handful of souls, the old boy looked like a crippled beggar trying to wave down a mark.




  I’d always liked that statue.




  Mendross’s stall was near the base of the Angel, just beyond its shade. He was busy overcharging a woman when we walked up. As they dickered, Degan and I helped ourselves to some

  breakfast. Mendross took this in stride, but the woman seemed put out.




  “Is this why I pay so much, eh? So your friends can eat for free, eh?”




  Mendross favored us with a frown deep from within his jowls, then beamed at his customer. “Ah, no, madam! No, these fine fellows are merely sampling wares for their master, the esteemed

  Pandri, favored underchef to the Outer Imperial Court.”




  The woman looked Degan and me up and down and did not seem impressed. I couldn’t blame her; even without the night we had just had, I doubt anyone would have allowed us near the Outer

  Court, let alone into its kitchens.




  “Pah!” she concluded, and walked away.




  Degan picked up a handful of brilliant mountain strawberries and sampled one. “I think our master, the underchef, would be quite pleased with these, Drothe.” He popped another into

  his mouth. “Ought to slide down the thrice-blessed pipe quite nicely.”




  “Excellent timing,” grumbled Mendross. “I nearly had her.”




  I made a dismissive gesture as I stepped up alongside the merchant, leaving only a small bushel of figs between us. “I’ll give you the two damn owls you’d have made.”




  “Four. And you’re early.”




  “Three, and yes I am.”




  “Wait here. I wasn’t ready for you.” The merchant lumbered to the back of his stall and made a production of rooting around. I amused myself by tossing figs to a couple of

  bazaar urchins. Degan ate and watched the crowd.




  “Hunh, business is bad,” said Mendross when he came back. He slipped a small pouch behind the bushel. I took it, making sure anyone who knew their business would catch the

  handoff.




  “Tough all over,” I said. “But it’s nothing personal. . . .”




  Mendross resurrected his frown. “Yeah, I know. It’s just business.” He spit off to one side.




  The pouch was filled not with coins, but seed pits and gravel. It was a false payoff, a bogus protection dodge for the benefit of any curious Kin, as was our chatter. Mendross was an Ear —

  he worked for me.




  I smiled at his display and sampled some nearby dates. I had noticed no one hanging around the surrounding stalls any longer than they should, so I gave Mendross a tiny nod, as if in

  appreciation of the fruit. He leaned forward and began rearranging a pile of oranges. It brought his face near mine.




  “Niccodemus wants you,” said the Ear, his lips barely moving.




  “Why?”




  Mendross shook his head as he set a bad orange aside. “Don’t know. I only heard the call.”




  “Is it urgent?”




  He gave a minuscule shrug.




  I considered. Nicco could want me for anything, from running down a rumor to handing me a new job. And all of them would involve my going well out of my way, rather than home to bed, which was

  where I desperately wanted to be.




  I sighed and picked up an orange. I needed sleep. I didn’t want to go running down any more rumors or Kin this morning.




  “Nothing about its being important?” I asked.




  “Nothing.”




  “All right,” I said, piercing the skin of the orange with my thumbnail. The sharp, sweet smell made my nose tingle. “Get word back: I need to — No, I have to

  follow up on something this morning. I’ll see him tonight, after I’ve run things down.” It wasn’t the best answer and wouldn’t win me any points, but it would cover my

  ass until I finally knocked on Nicco’s door.




  Mendross made a show of looking resigned, nodding as if at the inevitable loss of the orange. Translation: Word would get back. I suppressed a grin: Mendross had missed a calling to the

  stage.




  “Anything else?” I said.




  “There’re rumblings in Ten Ways.”




  I snorted. “There are always ‘rumblings’ in Ten Ways.” Ten Ways was a hole of a cordon that no one truly controlled. Nicco had minor interests there, but so did several

  other bosses. “Let me guess: A couple of gangs crossed steel over their border and one of Nicco’s clients got clipped in the process. Now the client’s complaining about not

  getting the protection he paid for.”




  Mendross stopped rearranging his produce and stared at me. “There wasn’t a gang fight involved, but yes, that’s basically it. Why do I bother telling you these things if you

  already know them?”




  I smiled slyly. I’d come out of Ten Ways years back — I knew how the place worked.




  I separated out a section of orange. Juice trickled down into my palm. “Next?” I said.




  Mendross went back to work on a pile of dates. “There’re whispers,” he said, his voice dropping. “Someone’s snilching Nicco.”




  I stopped, the orange midway to my mouth, which had suddenly gone dry. “Snilching?” I said. That wasn’t good. No one liked spies, but Nicco was pathological about them. Even

  the hint of another crime lord’s man inside his organization would send Nicco into a rage. And when that happened, he’d tear the place apart until he found one, even if he had to

  manufacture the proof out of rumors and suspicion.




  In that kind of environment, suspicion could fall on anyone — even on the people, like me, who were supposed to track rumors and informants.




  “How loud are these whispers?” I said.




  “Soft, for now.”




  “Any idea where they started?”




  Mendross shrugged. “Someone said someone else said his uncle knows a Cutter who overheard his sister’s husband talking to a guy who . . .”




  “That’s not soft,” I said, feeling some of the tension drain out of me. “That’s damn near silent.”




  “Call it what you want, but the whispers have been circulating for a couple days now. You know me — if something stays on the street that long, I pass it on.”




  I nodded in appreciation and finally slipped the orange section into my mouth. Silent or not, the rumor was still something that could grow and get back to Nicco. Having him go on a rampage

  wouldn’t be good for any number of things, including my peace of mind. But mostly, it would be bad for business.




  “Have you heard anything about anything big going down?” I said.




  “No,” said Mendross.




  “Any important corpses turn up?”




  “Nope.”




  “Anyone pawing at the edges of Nicco’s territory?”




  “Not that I’ve heard of.”




  “Me neither,” I said. “Which makes me think this is nothing. Snilches are too hard to recruit to waste on something small, and from what I hear, there’s nothing

  but small going down right now. There’s no reason for a Snilch to do anything that might get him noticed.”




  “What if he made a tiny mistake and it got out?” said Mendross.




  “There are no tiny mistakes when you do that kind of work,” I said. “Remember, this is Nicco’s organization we’re talking about here — a spy with half

  a brain would bend over backward to keep this quiet. Hell, I inform for the man, and the thought of his getting wind of this makes me nervous.”




  Mendross considered it and shrugged. “You know the ins and outs better then I do,” he said.




  Damn straight I did. But Mendross was right in one sense: I couldn’t just shrug it off. I looked out over the bazaar and decided.




  “This could be nothing, or it could be a setup,” I said as I took another bite of orange. “Someone might be wanting to use this as an excuse to settle some old scores.”

  Or to start a power grab. Chaos in the ranks made for a wonderful distraction. “Put the word out that the rumors are just gutter-mumbles. If they die, so much the better. If they stick

  around, let me know.” And I hoped like hell they did die; otherwise, I’d need to track down who was behind the rumors before they got to Nicco.




  “I’ll see what I can do.”




  We went over the rest of Mendross’s news as I finished my breakfast. I filed some of what he told me away for later consideration, but ended up discarding most of it. It was a slow day on

  the street.




  When we were finished, I made a show of wiping my fingers on a towel Mendross kept hanging on the side of his stall.




  “All my best to Rizza,” I said as I picked up a fig and hefted it.




  Mendross nodded contentedly at his wife’s name and took a step back. I cocked my arm and hurtled the fig at him, missing by inches.




  “And don’t even think about coming up short next time!” I snapped, my voice pitched to be heard by anyone nearby. Mendross cringed and stammered apologies as Degan and I turned

  and walked away. I put an arrogant swagger in my step as I left.




  The moment we exited the bazaar, I let the swagger drop and surrendered to a slow, almost dragging pace.




  Degan yawned and scratched at his chin. “Do you still have things to do?”




  I looked up at the sky. The sun was obnoxiously high — nearly four hours past rising. I dearly wanted to crawl in out of the daylight, but I had one more person to see, and now was the

  best time to do it.




  “Yeah,” I said. “I have things.”




  “Do you need me for them?”




  “No.”




  “Good, because I wasn’t coming, anyhow.”




  “Hmm, maybe I need you after all.”




  “Tough.” And without waiting for a reply, Degan stepped off into the crowd and headed home. I swear I could hear him whistling as he went, too. The bastard.




  I watched him go for a moment, then turned in the opposite direction. I needed to talk to a man about a piece of paper.




  







  Chapter Three




  Baldezar was a Jarkman, which meant he could read and write old dialects and modern foreign tongues, as well as produce forgeries and copies when

  the need arose. He was also a master scribe who ran a penman’s shop in the cordon next to my own. It was a big operation, with more than a dozen apprentices and journeymen working under his

  unforgiving eye. Baldezar would never sell you the contents of a trust, for that was what he considered the papers assigned him to be, but he’d happily knock off a forgery or copy of anything

  you brought to him.




  The shop was bright and busy when I entered. The windows in the walls and the sliding panels on the roof had been thrown open to admit the morning sunlight. Tall, slanted desks covered the main

  floor. Most held an original page and the copy in progress side by side, but a select few played home to acts of individual creation. At these desks, the most skilled scribblers and illuminators

  plied their work. Each page, each line, was history in the making, art in progress.




  I took a deep breath, savoring the smell of ink, paint, paper, and chalk. For me, this was the aroma of knowledge, of history, and I loved it. It didn’t matter whether they were copying

  histories or inventories; as far as I was concerned, there was magic in the air.




  “A bit early for you, Drothe,” said a voice off to my side.




  I turned to find Lyconnis coming toward me, a bundle of parchments in his meaty hands and quiet humor in his eyes. He was taller than I — not hard, that — and built more like a

  farmer than a scribe. Broad shoulders, thick limbs, heavy neck, and an open and trusting face that always made me feel vaguely uneasy. I’m not used to being around blatantly honest

  people.




  “Late night?” asked the journeyman scribe.




  “Does it show that much?”




  “Afraid so.” Lyconnis gestured toward the back of the shop. “We can pull a stool over to my desk if you’d like — I’ve finished another chapter of the

  history.”




  “The one on the Fourth Regency?”




  “Is there any other?”




  I licked my lips. It was tempting. The Fourth Regency was one of those periods in imperial history where legend met reality; where the recurring rule of Stephen Dorminikos was truly challenged

  for the first time; and where the first subtle cracks began to show in our emperor’s sanity.




  By that time, the emperor had been on the throne in one incarnation or another for more than two hundred years. True, it wasn’t the six-century mark we had recently observed in Ildrecca,

  but his selection by the Angels to serve as our perpetually reincarnating emperor had been well established. He was the Triumvirate Eternal, the ruler whose soul had been broken into three parts so

  that he might forever be reborn as one of three versions of himself — Markino, Theodoi, and Lucien — each version following the next by a generation, to watch over the empire. So the

  Angels had decreed, and so it had been.




  But that didn’t mean everyone had to be happy about it.




  Like the rest of us, Stephen Dorminikos had started out mortal, and that fact wasn’t lost on people. If a man could be born — and even reborn — so the reasoning went, he could

  die, too. And he had — several times, in fact. And so the emperors had created the Regencies — appointees who ruled whenever one of the incarnations died before the next one could be

  found. In the case of the Second and Third Regencies, the gaps had come about through foul play and court intrigue; however, during the Fourth Regency, it had been a bout of the plague that killed

  off two incarnations of Stephen back to back. Innocent enough, and an eventuality the empire had long been prepared for, which was why the chaos that had followed was so surprising.




  With two versions of Stephen dead, someone — no one quite knew who — had got to wondering what would happen if all three versions of the emperor were dead at once. Would he be able

  to come back? Save for the first time Stephen had died and gone to the Angels, there had always been at least one incarnation alive somewhere in the empire. The writings of the Imperial Cult hinted

  at dire consequences if no emperor strode the earth, but no one knew if the warnings were apocryphal or prophetic.




  Of course, someone decided to find out. Unfortunately for Stephen, it had been his own Regents.




  And so had begun the Regency Wars: eighty-one years of cat and mouse between the usurpers and the incarnations of Stephen Dorminikos. Lucien died twice, once to plague, and once to a dagger in

  the back. Markino passed from the same plague as Lucien while still a babe in arms. Theodoi was butchered leading an army against the walls of Ildrecca. In the sixty-fourth year of the Fourth

  Regency, the Regents declared there were no incarnations of Dorminikos left on this earth, let alone on the throne.




  The emperors were dead.




  And then, seventeen years later, Markino proved them wrong and emerged from hiding at the head of an army out of, of all places, Djan. Things had gotten interesting after that.




  “Are you to the Cleansings yet?” I asked. On the march from Djan to Ildrecca, Markino had ordered his troops to deface every depiction of his former incarnations they came across. He

  claimed he was “cleansing” the temples and promoting a fresh start after the Regency; his other selves had had other opinions. They didn’t like being erased when they

  weren’t around. And so had begun the centuries-long, ongoing spat among the incarnations of the emperor. Lyconnis had hinted that he had found a new source on the topic, but he hadn’t

  been willing to elaborate on it.




  Today was no different. Lyconnis smiled a crafty smile — or, at least, he tried to; it didn’t really fit his face. “I’m not telling,” he said.




  “You wouldn’t be.” I considered pressing him — he loved to talk about his work, and it wouldn’t be hard to get him to relent — but sighed instead. “No,

  as much as I’d love to read it, I have to see your master on business.”




  Lyconnis’s face clouded over. “Ah. I’ll leave you be, then.” He didn’t know the specifics of my relationship with Baldezar, but he was smart enough to realize it

  was something he would rather stay ignorant about.




  I walked to the back of the shop and climbed the narrow circular stairs to the gallery. Baldezar was waiting for me at the top.




  “Young Lyconnis does not seem to appreciate your trade as much as you do his.” The sentence rasped out of Baldezar’s mouth, his words dry and brittle as the parchments that

  surrounded us.




  “I think it’s your business with me he disapproves of,” I said.




  “Most likely.” The master scribe turned away and paced slowly toward his office. “But since the opinions of my lessers matter nothing to me . . .” He let the sentence

  drift to the floor, stepped past it.




  I let my eyes brush the works that resided here. Books and scrolls filled the narrow spaces between the windows in the gallery, the shelves running floor to ceiling. Many were of little use to

  anyone except the scribes, but there were enough histories and collected tales here to keep me busy for ages. Baldezar consented to rent some out to me now and again, but only grudgingly, and

  always at a high price.




  “No touching or taking,” he warned over his shoulder. There was no humor in the tone.




  I bristled at the implication. “Mind your words, Jarkman.”




  “It’s my trade — how can I not? You just mind your trade, burglar.”




  “I haven’t cracked a den in years,” I said.




  Baldezar sniffed but otherwise stayed silent.




  We stepped into his office. The master scribe arranged himself like a potentate behind his reading table. I took the narrow seat across from him. The shutters to the room had been thrown back

  for light, but the glass windows themselves were closed against the dust and noise of the street. It made the space feel tight and bright and warm. I fought a yawn and sneezed instead.




  For most people, such a basking would have made them appear healthy, or at least alive; but all it did for Baldezar was highlight the sharp crags of his face. I could make out a similar

  collection of jutting angles and projections beneath the ink-stained tunic, which hinted at the sparseness of his frame. He let his eyelids droop halfway closed as he regarded me.




  “I hope you are not here for the work you commissioned,” he said. “I told you it would not be ready until next week. I’ve not even received the proper linen paper from

  the presser yet.”




  I waved my hand. “No, no rush on that. Take your time.” I was having him do a bit of forgery for my sister, but it wouldn’t hurt to let her wait a bit. It might even teach her

  some patience, though I had my doubts. “I’ve come here for your opinion on something.”




  The scribe nodded as if this made perfect and natural sense, which I’m sure it did to him. He was Baldezar, after all.




  I reached into my ahrami pouch and drew out the piece of paper I had taken from Athel.




  Baldezar’s eyebrows formed themselves into a brief pair of peaks, then settled down again. “May I?” He held out his reedlike fingers. I obliged, and he held the strip of paper

  up to the light.




  “And what are you looking for here?” he asked after a long moment.




  Even after giving him the paper, I hesitated. My instincts were to keep as many people out of my business as possible. I had to remind myself why I had come here in the first place.




  “I’m hoping it’s a cipher you might recognize,” I said.




  “As in a coded message?”




  I nodded.




  “Where did you get it?”




  I regarded the Jarkman silently.




  “I only ask,” he said, “because the provenance might help me to — ”




  “It doesn’t matter where I got it,” I said sharply, my fatigue getting the better of my patience. “What matters is what you can tell me about it.”




  “I see.” Baldezar rubbed the paper between his fingers. “Do you know what it pertains to?”




  “This is dusty stuff, Jarkman — don’t play the Boman.”




  Baldezar lifted the side of his mouth in distaste. “I may understand your canting, Drothe, but it doesn’t mean I enjoy hearing it. Use the imperial tongue in my presence, or get

  out.”




  I snapped forward in my chair, stopping myself just before I came out of it. Baldezar’s eyes went wide as he almost fell back in his own.




  I took a long, slow breath.




  “All right,” I grated. “In plain Imperial, I’m not happy about what that paper implies. In fact, I’m downright pissed. I’m having a bad day because of

  what’s on that paper, and I don’t expect I’ll be the only one. Now, we both know what that means, so my advice is to tell me what you see here. Otherwise, my using the cant

  won’t be the only thing you don’t enjoy.”




  Baldezar opened his mouth, shut it, and cleared his throat. “A code, you say? Intriguing.” He laid the strip out on his desk, studying it. After a minute or so, his hands stopped

  shaking. Baldezar rotated the strip a few times, looking at the markings from all angles, and then turned it blank side up. He ran his fingers over the paper and hemmed to himself. Then he sat

  back.




  “I don’t know.”




  “What?”




  Baldezar held up his hands placatingly. “It’s not any language I recognize, if it is a language at all. There seems to be no rhyme or reason to the markings. Nothing indicates a code

  or message of any sort.”




  I stood up and leaned over the table. “There’re pystos and immus right there,” I said, pointing. “And what about the repeating marks . . . here . . . and

  here, and here again? And these two here and here. Those might be fragments of common cephta.”




  “Not everyone uses imperial ideographs for writing, Drothe.”




  No, just most of the people in the empire. “Okay, so maybe they’re those things the western Client Kingdoms use for writing. . . .”




  “Letters?”




  “Right, letters.”




  Baldezar let out a long sigh. “Perhaps. Or they might be a portion of an illumination exercise. Or unsanded errors. Or an attempt to use one of those useless new printing machines. But I

  see no traces of any cipher here, Drothe. What you have is a scrap from some scribe’s rubbish.” He flicked the paper. “Hardly worth threatening anyone over,” he added as he

  began to crumple the slip into a ball.




  I held out my hand. “All the same . . .”




  Baldezar stopped, looked at the paper, and then held it out in his palm. I took the slip and put it back into my ahrami pouch. When I looked up, he was studying me.




  “You’re convinced the paper is that important?” said Baldezar.




  Hell, no. It could have been a scrap, a pipe taper, even a bit of trash that had fallen to the bottom of Athel’s bag. But it was also the only thing I had gotten from Athel that

  hadn’t come to me under duress. Even with his last breath, Athel could have lied, and I needed something to confirm or deny his story. The paper was the best lead I had, no matter how

  pathetic that lead might be.




  So naturally, when Baldezar questioned the paper’s importance, I lied.




  “Positive,” I said.




  The scribe began drumming his fingers on the table. “It occurs to me,” he said slowly, “that I may be able to impose on one of my colleagues who know more about these things

  than I. It would cost a bit, and I would need the ‘document’ in question to show him, of course, but it might provide you with some answers.”




  I could tell it pained him to admit anyone might know more about a subject than he did, let alone that he needed to consult them. Good.




  “Tempting, but no,” I said. “The paper stays with me.” A thought stuck me. “Who is this ‘colleague’?”




  He hesitated a moment too long before answering. “No one you would know.”




  I regarded the Jarkman, smiling slightly as I did so. Was he trying to keep me from going to his friend on my own, or had he been hoping to up the price for the consultation and take a cut of

  the profits himself? Either way, I’d likely end up paying a steep price for little gain.




  “Nice try,” I said. Baldezar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. I waved away the beginnings of his protestations, yawned and stretched in the chair. “No games,” I said.

  “I’m too tired for games. Either you help me or you don’t.”




  Baldezar stared at me for a long, hard moment. Then, without taking his eyes off me, he called out, “Lyconnis!”




  I heard the large scribe thumping quickly up the steps and along the walkway to his master’s office. He wasn’t quite breathing heavily when he entered the room.




  “Yes?” he said, ducking his head toward Baldezar.




  “Drothe has some garbage he wants you to look at. He thinks it may be a cipher of some sort.”




  “A cipher?” said the scribe. If his master hadn’t been here, I expect he would have rubbed his hands together in delight; as it was, the excitement that came over him was

  practically tangible. “May I?”




  I sent a quizzical look at Baldezar even as I pulled out the strip and handed it to Lyconnis.




  “Lyconnis here has made a study of secret messages and early imperial spymasters,” said Baldezar drily. He sniffed. “Imagine my surprise at it suddenly proving

  useful.”




  Lyconnis bit his lip at his master’s rebuke and bent over the slip of paper. He manipulated and examined it in a manner that was fast becoming familiar to me. He frowned. “Where did

  you get this?”




  I crossed my arms and stayed silent.




  Lyconnis blushed. “Of course. Excuse me for asking. You noticed the cephta for pystos and immus, I take it?” he said. I nodded. Lyconnis held the paper up to the light

  again, then shrugged and handed it back to me. “There might be something there, but I think it’s more likely a bit of scrap of some sort. Is it important?”




  “Life and death,” I said, thinking of Athel. Lyconnis’s face became solemn. I smiled despite myself at that, wondering if the scribe was more worried for me, or for the person

  who had had the paper. Likely both.




  “How about someone named Ioclaudia?” I said.




  “Who?” said Baldezar.




  I turned back to the master scribe. Had he been peering at me? “Ioclaudia,” I repeated.




  “Outside of some of the more obscure histories, no, I’ve never heard of anyone by that name. Lyconnis?”




  Lyconnis shook his head. “No,” he said. He smiled timidly at me. “Not anyone living in the last three centuries, anyhow.”




  “The way my morning has been going,” I said as I rose, “that doesn’t surprise me.” I nodded to Baldezar, gave a respectful bow to Lyconnis — mainly to

  irritate his master — and headed out of the shop.




  On a normal day, it was a short walk from Baldezar’s to my home; today, it took just as long, but felt like five times the distance. The sun seemed brighter, the crowds denser, the streets

  dirtier. I didn’t have the energy to deal with any of them.




  By the time I arrived at the apothecary’s shop I lived above, I was little more than a shambling mass of dulled senses. I let out a small sigh of relief. For a moment, I considered going

  into the shop to pester Eppyris for some ahrami, but the thought of my disheveled, lumpy mattress won out. I began moving toward the stairwell.




  “Nose.”




  The voice came from somewhere far, far away — maybe ten whole feet behind me. Turn around? No, ignore him instead; he’d go away.




  “Hey, Nose!”




  Still there? Angels, this person couldn’t take a hint! I made an eloquent, sincere, and highly profane gesture without turning, and continued on my shuffling way.




  “Dammit,” said the voice. Something heavy laid itself on my shoulder and spun me around.




  Habit and adrenaline kicked in. As I turned, I let the small dagger (the poisoned one) drop from my wrist sheath into my left palm. At the same time, my right hand sought out my rapier.




  There were two of them and they were big — obelisk big, blot-out-the-sun big — and they were good.




  One blocked my left arm and took away my dagger, a bored look on his face. The other put his hand on my right wrist and stopped the rapier in middraw.




  I knew them.




  “Niccodemus wants to see you, Nose,” said Salt Eye. “Now.”




  







  Chapter Four




  In the “argot of the underworld,” as Baldezar would no doubt call it, I am what is referred to as a Nose. This means I make a living by

  sticking myself in where I don’t belong, sniffing around for dirt, and generally making a nuisance of myself. I’m an information broker, and I gather what I can by almost any means I

  can: paid informants, bribes, eavesdropping, blackmail, burglary, frame-ups . . . and even, on rare occasions, torture — whatever it takes to get the story.




  That’s what sets a Nose apart from a run-of-the-mill rumormonger: We not only collect the pieces; we also put them together. Any Mumbler can sell you a rumor for the right price; but if

  you want to know the why behind the rumor, when and where things are coming together, and how it got started in the first place, you go to a Nose. Noses don’t just gather whispers off the

  street — we sift and assemble them, putting together the pieces most Kin miss. We don’t just find out something is happening — we find out why it’s happening in the

  first place.




  And then, we sell the information.




  Whom you sell it to depends on what kind of Nose you are. If you’re a Wide Nose, you work the street and sell what you learn to the highest bidder, pure and simple. It’s dangerous

  work, since not everyone wants you sharing what you learn, but a smart Nose knows how to hold just enough information back to keep people from bothering him.




  Long Noses, on the other hand, keep their heads down and their information tight. They ply their trade by infiltrating a rival crime lord’s organization and feeding information back to

  their real boss. Being a Long Nose takes that special mixture of guts and stupidity usually reserved for mongooses and imperial tax collectors. You typically don’t find out someone’s

  doing the Long Nose until he turns up floating in the harbor.




  The third kind of Nose is the Narrow Nose. That’s what I do for Nicco — keep tabs on his people, find out who is or isn’t cheating him, and generally solve minor problems

  before they get big. It doesn’t exactly make me popular with my fellow Kin, but it does give me something the other two types of Noses don’t have — backing. If anyone wants to

  come after me, he has to think about what Nicco will do to him in return. That’s not a bad place to be. However, like everything else, it has its trade-offs, one of which is that I have to

  answer to Nicco — a lot.




  It’s that last part that comes back to haunt me, usually at the worst possible times.




  The door at the top of the stairs opened, and I was ushered into the office by the two Arms. It was a bare-bones affair: a desk, two chairs, four blank walls, and a small

  window looking out onto the street. A wooden platter with the remnants of Nicco’s breakfast sat on the desk, giving the room a greasy, meaty smell. Two men were waiting in that smell.




  Nicco was standing at the window, heavy hands clasped behind him. I blinked at the beam of sunlight streaming in, but didn’t look away. That would have been disrespectful.




  In his prime, Nicco had been a slab of bone and muscle, easily big enough to make two of me. Now, he was a late-afternoon shadow of himself — still big, still strong, but losing some of

  his harder edges. Jowls were beginning to gather under his jaw, and more of the meat on his frame came from food than from fight. Gray smudges had settled under his eyes, making them look haggard

  in the wrong light. His hair was thinning. But even aging, Niccodemus Alludrus was harder than most men. He’d proved as much three months ago, when he broke an assassin’s back even as

  the garrote had tightened around his neck. No one questioned whether Nicco still had what it took.




  The other man in the room stood leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, silver rings glittering on his hands and in his ears. Long and thin, he had a sharpness about him — in his face,

  his clothes, his mind. His name was Rambles, and he was one of Nicco’s senior street bosses. But whereas Nicco favored the lead pipe when it came to solving problems, Rambles took after the

  stiletto. By all accounts, Rambles and I should have gotten along famously — similar approaches, kindred spirits, and all that crap. Instead, we managed to make oil and water look tight.




  Neither man seemed in a particularly good mood. I made it unanimous.




  Nicco spoke without turning toward me. “Drothe, good of you to come. Sit down.”




  I sat. Behind me, I could hear the Arms taking up positions on either side of the door. Between them and Rambles, this wasn’t a good sign. Nicco and I usually met alone; he didn’t

  believe in anyone getting information before he did.




  “I’m not used to waiting two days for people,” said Nicco.




  I sat up straighter. Two days? Shit. Mendross hadn’t mentioned the call had come yesterday. I rubbed my eyes, trying to wake up. I slid a seed into my mouth.




  “I was in the middle of another dodge when I got word,” I said. “I didn’t realize you’d been waiting.”




  “Way I hear it, you were already done with the smuggler when you got word.”




  I blinked. How the hell did Nicco know about Athel? I’d gone to a lot of trouble to keep that job hush.




  Oh. Of course.




  “Shatters,” I said.




  “That Agonyman had a few things to say about you,” said Nicco, still looking out the window. “None of them good.”




  “That sadistic bastard is just mad because I . . .”




  Nicco held up his meaty hand. “I don’t give a crap about your side work, Drothe. As long as I get my cut, I’m happy. What I do give a crap about is my people not doing

  their job.”




  It wasn’t hard to figure out that “people” meant me. “Look,” I said, “I’m late and I apologize. Sincerely. I didn’t know you’d been waiting

  — ”




  Nicco spun toward me. “Screw the waiting!” he bellowed. “I shouldn’t have needed to call you in, Drothe. If you’d been doing your job, instead of dicking around

  after relics, I’d have heard about Ten Ways two days ago. As it is, I’ve been having to get word from the street. I shouldn’t have to listen to the fucking street, Drothe

  — that’s what I pay you to do.”




  “Ten Ways?” I said. I sucked on the seed in my mouth and ran through everything Mendross had told me about the cordon earlier, then through everything I’d heard about it in the

  last two months. Nothing important surfaced. “Why the hell are you worried about what’s happening in Ten Ways?”




  “The street,” said Rambles.




  I looked over at him. “Was I talking to you?”




  Rambles smiled coolly. “The street says someone’s planning on making a move against Nicco down in Ten Ways.”




  “ ‘The street’?” I said. “What the hell do you know about listening to the street?”




  “I have ears,” said Rambles.




  “Yeah, I can see them from here. Nice jingle.”




  “Word is it’s serious.”




  “Serious,” I said. “All right. Then answer me a couple of questions, O Sage of the Streets. Did you run this by anyone else? Maybe another Nose, or someone in the cordon? Did

  you drag your ass down there and check it yourself? Did you stop to consider this might just be a rumor? Or did you come running the moment you heard it?”




  Rambles pushed himself away from the wall. “I don’t need a Nose to tell me how to work the street!” he snarled.




  “Of course you don’t,” I said. I turned back to Nicco. “He’s full of crap.”




  “Why?” said Rambles. “Because you don’t agree with me?”




  I made a show of crossing my arms and leaning back in my chair. The light from the window was playing hell with my exhausted eyes, and I could feel a nasty headache coming on, but I smiled

  benignly nonetheless.




  “Answer him,” said Nicco.




  “Why?” I said. “If Rambles wants to believe everything he hears on the street, that’s his business. I don’t give free lessons to the help.”




  Nicco took a step. The floor creaked beneath him. “I said, answer him.”




  I bit down hard on the ahrami in my mouth. The crack of the seed was audible in the room.




  “Listen,” I said, starting to get annoyed. I’d been dragged in here for this? “This is bullshit. One person gets leaned on, and suddenly it’s a move against

  you? Think about it. This is how Ten Ways works. Anyone who says otherwise is a fool. If Rambles wants to — ”




  For a big man, Nicco could move fast. I didn’t have time to flinch before he’d taken a step and backhanded me across the face.




  The blow sent me halfway out of my chair and filled my head with a ringing sound. For a moment, my cheek was numb — then the pain made its way inside. I felt hands grab my shoulders and

  haul me back into the chair. At first I thought it was Nicco, but when I saw him standing in front of me, I realized the two Arms at the door hadn’t stayed in the room for show. They were

  behind me, leaning down on my shoulders, holding me in place.




  I worked my jaw, tasted blood. I could feel the liquid starting to slip out of my mouth and into my beard. My cheek felt half the size of my face. If that weren’t enough, the headache that

  had been threatening moments ago was now in full, agonizing bloom.




  Out of habit, my hand reached for the herb wallet at my belt. There would be painkillers there — waxed packets full of powders and leaves and unguents, maybe a little Saint’s Balm

  for my cheek. . . .
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