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    The man who’d been watching them from above was crossing the roof, heading in Hytham’s direction. He decided to let the man get a little closer, in the hope he might be able to take him unawares with a clean and silent kill.


    Crouching low, Hytham breathed in deep and slow. He would find every shadow, make his body small, his steps silent. To fade away and be no more present than the gentle hiss of the wind – that was his gift, hard-won and practiced for years until he could hide in plain sight. 


    The man shifted slightly as a tile wobbled beneath his boot, and Hytham seized the advantage. He leapt into the air, exploding over the peak of the roof, wind whistling in his ears. His target must have sensed the movement at the last minute, for he spun, but he was too late.
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    Chapter One


    The olive grove was gray and cool in the pre-dawn light, an uncaring host for the two Assassins who’d come to find each other on its shadowed paths.


    Mist threaded the uneven ground at waist height, a thick white river that Hytham shredded as he walked. The silence was heavy but not complete. Faintly, there came the sounds of birds waking and the soft hiss of wind barely rustling the branches along the rows of trees. In the distance, the city’s massive inner wall curved away from him, octagonal guard towers rising to mute the emerging sun and delay the heat of the oncoming day by a few more precious minutes. The air carried the faint tang of smoke from morning fires and breakfast being prepared, but the grove was empty, so Hytham enjoyed a brief moment of peace that wasn’t destined to last.


    He wondered if there existed a more secure place in the world than where he stood at this moment, in the quiet fields of New Rome. Nestled on a triangular peninsula, with the natural protection of the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn, and the Sea of Marmara, Constantinople was also fortified by a moat and three separate, intimidating walls built on rising embankments, studded with guard towers large enough to house an impressive display of artillery when needed. Many an army had tried to breach the city’s walls over the centuries, despite these extensive deterrents, for the promise of the bounty that lay within. None of these had managed to conquer the great city.


    A figure materialized from a cluster of trees and strode toward Hytham, a darker shadow against the gray, moving with the soft tread of a predator. Basim Ibn Ishaq walked with unhurried steps, and Hytham took this opportunity to study the man, though he could see few details of Basim’s features beneath his peaked hood. His robes were white as the mist, the traditional, distinctive garb worn by the Hidden Ones. The only spot of color visible at this distance was the red sash that marked him as a Master Assassin.


    Something about the way Basim walked struck Hytham as strange in that moment, dreamlike, though he couldn’t put his finger on what unsettled him until the man came closer. Only then did it dawn on Hytham – Basim walked like a man aged far beyond his years. Not the stooped, unsteady gait of infirmity, but the way a man walked when he has trod the same stretch of earth for decades or longer. Basim moved through the world as if he’d done all of this before.


    As if he were a ghost, insubstantial as the mist.


    The Master Assassin glanced up then, meeting Hytham’s gaze, and the moment was dispelled. He was simply a man again, out for a morning stroll to become acquainted with the place they’d been assigned to work in together for the next several months. What a strange flight of fancy to have. Hytham blinked. He must be more tired than he thought.


    “‘Come spar with me,’ your message said.” Hytham kept his stance relaxed, but it was as much a deception as his cheerful tone. He was on guard. Basim’s version of friendly sparring often drew blood and was never dull. “Maybe now you regret leaving behind your comfortable bed.”


    A light came into Basim’s eyes at the joke. The accommodations they’d been given were anything but luxurious, not that they’d expected any different. They were here to work, not relax.


    “You were staring at the defense wall with an affectionate look,” Basim replied, his voice smooth and measured. “I hated to disturb you. Tell me. What were you thinking about?”


    “Security,” Hytham said, sweeping a hand out to encompass the limestone and brick cutting across the horizon above the treetops. “I would not want to lead the force set to attack this city. A fool’s mission, I think.”


    “A death sentence,” Basim agreed. He’d stopped several paces away from Hytham, standing easily, relaxed, which put Hytham even more on edge. “To be a soldier looking up at these walls when the mysterious Greek fire of Constantinople rains down upon their heads – it must be to them like the vengeance of God, or the end of the world.”


    Hytham suppressed a shudder. He’d heard stories, of course, about the strange alchemical substance that had helped defend the city from attack by sea. Explosive projectiles of fire and death launched in the night, the recipe a closely guarded secret by the emperor and his successors. Many people would kill to have the means to make the powerful weapon.


    Their own brotherhood among them.


    “But there are other ways to control a city than taking it by force,” Hytham said, casually feeling the ground around him with the toe of his boot. It was disconcerting, not being able to see the terrain for the mist, but he thought it would burn off soon with the rising of the sun.


    “Exactly.” Basim flashed a quick smile, and there was something equally playful and dangerous in his eyes, like a fox in reach of a hen. “So, this security you speak of is a carefully crafted illusion, is it not? We’re never truly safe.”


    And with that, he fell into a crouch, disappearing completely into the mist.


    Like a ghost.


    Hytham cursed under his breath, his heart beating hard as the thrill of the impending fight kicked in, but he forced himself not to react to the surprise of Basim’s move. He stood still, listening for the sounds of footfalls, an indrawn breath, anything that might give a clue as to where Basim approached to strike. The mist-softened ground dampened sound, giving the Master Assassin the advantage, but Hytham had learned from his own mentor Rayhan the skills of listening and patience. He trusted the land to tell him what he needed to know about his opponent.


    To his relief, he was rewarded. A tiny shift of pebbles disturbed by a foot – that was Hytham’s only warning, but it was enough. Basim emerged from the mist behind and slightly to Hytham’s right, an impossibly fast shadow, his Hidden Blade springing free from the sheath at his forearm. It was a maneuver designed to end the fight before it began, an elegant and lethal attack.


    Hytham had observed the move many times, had performed it himself on countless unsuspecting targets. Still, seeing it from Basim froze him for the barest instant, either in fear or in admiration, he couldn’t have said. Then he snapped back to himself and reacted.


    Mirroring Basim’s opening move, he let his body drop into the mist, rolling to the side into the underbrush. Basim landed next to him, boots inches from his face, blade whipping down. Hytham’s hand shot out, deflecting the oncoming strike with his own Hidden Blade. The shriek of metal meeting metal was loud in the morning stillness. Somewhere above Hytham, a cluster of ravens burst from a tree in an agitated flap of wings and plaintive cries. Hytham surged up, mist hanging off him like a torn shroud, using his momentum, forearm against forearm, to drive Basim back, slamming him into a tree.


    The light had changed, just in those brief seconds Hytham had been down on his back. Gold spilled over the wall and across the grove, burning away the mist in slow rolling heat and casting dappled shadows over everything.


    “One less hiding place,” he remarked to Basim, pleased that his breath wasn’t yet labored. A thin sheen of sweat clung to his neck, and he grinned, unable to help it. The pure joy of being alive and testing himself against an opponent he respected coursed in his blood like a small taste of immortality. He might have been made of Greek fire himself in that moment.


    Basim gave a nod of acknowledgment and shoved himself off the tree into Hytham’s space, faster than he’d disappeared in the mist, so quick that Hytham was briefly disoriented, but his arm went up instinctively to deflect the Hidden Blade again, a gesture so rooted in survival he no longer had to think about it. He shoved, twisting around Basim, putting the tree between them, and they broke apart, movements like a dance just interrupted.


    The partners reassessed each other. But instead of launching another attack, Basim took a second to gather himself before drawing the elegant, curved scimitar he carried.


    Dawn light flashed off the blade’s edge, aching to draw the eye under its hypnotic spell, but Hytham couldn’t afford to let his focus waver. He drew his own sword, and then it was a very different kind of dance. Thrust and parry, and again he marveled at the way his opponent moved. They were closely matched in strength, by Hytham’s estimation, so between them it became a contest of speed and maneuvering as each player tried to move his opponent where he wanted him on the field like a piece on a chessboard.


    At the moment, Basim was driving him toward a small cluster of trees bordering a worn footpath. The ravens had regrouped there to search out food, mistakenly thinking they’d be undisturbed. Hytham felt the land sloping gently downhill, forcing his attention briefly away from Basim’s blade to attending to his balance, making sure he wouldn’t fall – ah. He felt it then, the patch of mud pulling at his heavy boots, slowing his reflexes, making his feet slide. No chance to keep pace with the fight if he couldn’t find reliable footing. Basim knew this, had driven him here on purpose.


    Hytham met his eyes, saw the bright spark of triumph. But the fight wasn’t over yet. Basim may have the grace and speed Hytham lacked, but Hytham compensated with sheer physicality when called for.


    He lunged, digging stubbornly into the mud, blade aimed at Basim’s flank. The other man parried, and Hytham ducked low at the same time. It left his neck exposed to Basim’s blade, but Hytham snagged the other man by his calf and pulled, knocking him off balance.


    “Into the mud with me,” Hytham said, and this time his breathing was labored, the sweat dripping into eyes half closed by the brightening light.


    Basim laughed – an ominous sign, and not the reaction Hytham had been hoping for.


    But the move worked. Basim went down, catching himself on his hands – he kept hold of his sword somehow – and kicked out with the leg Hytham had snared. It clipped his jaw, and Hytham saw stars. Cursing, Hytham rolled away, collecting more mud for his efforts, but he gained his feet and aimed his sword in a downward arc. Basim caught it with the scimitar, the impact jarring Hytham’s arm. A wide smile stretched Basim’s face.


    “Good,” he murmured, leaping back to his feet. His chest rose and fell visibly with the exertion. He rolled his shoulders and raised his blade again. “Would you like to hear a story about the great walls of Constantinople, since you find them so fascinating?”


    “Because we have nothing else to occupy our attention?” Hytham feinted, but Basim didn’t flinch. They tapped blades and paced back from each other, circling, moving on to ground that wasn’t choked with mud. This was another interesting thing about Basim. He could go from sparring to lecturing as quickly as the light had swept away the mist.


    Basim pointed to the walls with his curved blade, then brought it quickly back into a defensive position. “Impressive as they are, they aren’t impervious to the tremors of the earth,” he said. “The story goes that the ground shook, in centuries past, and the walls crumbled in the wake of the disaster, raising vast clouds of dust that blocked the sun.”


    “You wouldn’t know it to look at them now,” Hytham said, but he did not look. Never take your eyes off the wolf, even when it seems to be at rest.


    “It was in the time of Theodosius II,” Basim said, and indeed he appeared very much a wolf on the prowl as he wove in and out of the trees. “Though I’m certain the emperor wished it had happened in any other time. Perhaps he thought God punished him, opening his city to attack by the gathering Huns and their leader Attila. Or perhaps he saw it as a test of his leadership, put before him by the Almighty.”


    Despite Hytham’s training, something about Basim’s voice, rich and smooth as honey poured over warm bread, made it easy to fall into his story, to let his stance relax and tense muscles slacken. Hytham thought Basim belonged around a fire spinning tales when he spoke like this. With an effort, Hytham refocused and tightened his grip on his blade, but Basim had stopped moving now with the sun at his back. He seemed content simply to talk.


    “Under threat of invasion, the emperor ordered the praetorian prefect, Constantine Flavius, to repair the walls with haste,” Basim said, shaking his head. “Can you imagine being given such an order? Repair in haste something that took near a decade to build.”


    “So, it was more a test for Constantine Flavius,” Hytham said, “rather than the emperor. Myself, I would prefer to face the Greek fire.”


    “As would I, but the prefect was a canny man, by all accounts,” Basim said. He was circling again, letting the tip of his sword drag a light track through the underbrush, which here barely grew past the cuff of his boot. “He had the workers he needed at his disposal, but they weren’t moving as fast as the Hun army and were not half so well motivated.”


    “Not motivated by the desire to save their own lives?” Hytham said in disbelief.


    Basim shrugged. “To them, the enemy was far away, and they had been secure behind their walls for so long, perhaps they believed it would always be so. In any event, the work was proceeding too slowly for Constantine’s liking – and the emperor’s – so the prefect hit upon a scheme to make the work into a competition.” He glanced in the direction of the palace, though it was too far off to see from where they stood. “The chariot races in the great Hippodrome are nothing like the grand spectacle they were in those days, with the teams of red, white, green, and blue competing so fiercely for their faction that there was often more bloodshed outside the great circus than within. Constantine, as I said, was a canny man, and knew he could use that bloodthirsty spirit to his advantage. Each team and their supporters were put in charge of repairing a certain section of the wall.”


    Hytham raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. The team who finished first was handsomely rewarded?”


    “And increased their prominence within the city,” Basim confirmed. “The work of years was finished in months, as the story goes, and the city was saved. When the enemy heard the news of the grand achievement, the Huns turned back from their march upon the city, and Constantinople stayed at peace.”


    Hytham tried to picture it, but in the end, he shook his head. “I don’t believe this story. Surely, the people were motivated more by a desire to save themselves and their homeland, than by a competition for bragging rights in the grand circus.”


    “Ah, well,” Basim shrugged again, “whether the story really happened or not, I believe there is truth in Constantine Flavius’s knowledge of human nature and what truly motivates people.”


    “Is that the point of this sparring match, then?” Hytham asked, tapping his blade against Basim’s to show he wasn’t quite ready to call a halt to the battle yet. “Proper motivation?”


    “Perhaps,” Basim said, and fell smoothly back into his fighting stance. This time Hytham struck first, refusing to start on the defensive again. His muscles were burning, blood pumping – he was ready. Ready to show Basim what skills he possessed, and ready for wherever this mission together in Constantinople would take them.


    Blades sang as they moved through the grove, heat intensifying as the sun climbed steadily higher in the sky. Hytham spared a thought to wonder what it was that motivated Basim. He knew little of the man who was his superior on this mission, except that some event in his recent past had resulted in questions about Basim’s loyalty. He gave every appearance of being committed to the Hidden Ones’ cause, but some members of their brotherhood suspected that Basim harbored personal obsessions that threatened to cloud his judgment. Hytham didn’t know what event had taken place to cause these suspicions. As an Acolyte, he was not yet trusted with such privileged information, so he hadn’t been able to question it when his mentor Rayhan had ordered Hytham to watch Basim.


    “See that he stays to the task at hand – advancing the influence of the Hidden Ones in the city, as far as the emperor’s palace, if you can.” A tall order even for a Master Assassin, and Hytham was still an Acolyte.


    He’d strayed too deeply in his thoughts. Hytham snapped his attention back to the battle, but he saw too late the gleam in Basim’s eye. Hytham’s foot caught on a tangle of spiny underbrush and upthrust tree roots – again Basim had led them toward an obstacle without Hytham noticing – and he lost his footing for an instant.


    It was more than enough.


    Basim’s blade screeched along his own, and with an elegant twist, he forced it from Hytham’s hands. He raised the scimitar to Hytham’s throat, where it caught the light again and shone in Hytham’s eyes.


    “Your head wasn’t in the fight this time,” he said, but there was less of an admonishment in Basim’s tone than Hytham might have expected for letting himself be led so easily into the trap. He seemed more curious than anything. “Were you thinking about the story I told you?”


    “Yes,” Hytham said ruefully, retrieving his blade from the underbrush. It was only half a lie. The story had sent his thoughts off in this direction, after all. “Your distraction worked well.”


    “It wasn’t meant as a distraction,” Basim replied, but he waved it away when Hytham would have questioned him further. “Come, we have plans to discuss, and we should clean up as well.”


    Hytham sheathed his sword, wiped some lingering mud from his hands, and fell into step beside the other man as they made their way through the trees. Deep in the grove, they were still alone at this time of the morning, except for the waking birds.


    “This mission we’ve been given will not be accomplished easily or quickly,” Hytham said. “Not if the information we’ve gathered about the emperor and his allegiances are true.”


    “Rest assured, the stories you’ve heard are as true as they are strange,” Basim said. “It will be an interesting sojourn here.” He didn’t sound intimidated. In fact, Hytham could sense the excitement in Basim’s body language. It wasn’t just the leftover exhilaration from their sparring. Basim was looking forward to the challenge of advancing the Hidden Ones’ cause here.


    But Hytham wasn’t wrong. Nothing about the mission would be easy.


    In the short time Hytham had spent in Constantinople, he’d learned much about Emperor Basil I and his unusual rise to power. His parentage uncertain, born to neither wealth nor status, Basil was described as handsome but coarse, an uneducated but physically imposing man, who had been at various times in his life a slave, a wrestler, a beggar, and a horse breaker before catching the eye of the previous Emperor Michael III.


    The young Michael, “the drunkard” as he’d been called by his detractors, by many accounts had been a capricious ruler, more interested in his own amusements than in making his city prosper. Despite that reputation, the Hidden Ones had worked for years in secret to build an alliance with Michael, to set him on a path that would strengthen Constantinople and further the Hidden Ones’ agenda at the same time.


    Then one day Basil came into Michael’s sphere, and everything changed.


    The young, impressionable emperor took an immediate liking to Basil, elevating him to the position of horse master, then chamberlain. The Hidden Ones warned Michael repeatedly that Basil, though handsome and charming, was an ambitious man who saw a clear path to power through the young emperor. Michael didn’t listen, and ultimately, his unlikely alliance with Basil resulted in Michael making Basil co-emperor, a move he would quickly come to regret.


    When their relationship eventually soured and Basil fell out of favor with the emperor, instead of disappearing, he conspired to have Michael assassinated in his own bedchamber one night, leaving himself in sole possession of the throne and the riches of Constantinople.


    Basil did not come into such power by his will alone. He’d had help.


    It was whispered that the Order of the Ancients had aided Basil every step of the way in his rise, and with Basil’s ascension to emperor were situating themselves to become the true power behind the throne.


    This was not a situation that could be allowed to stand.


    As the new seat of the Roman Empire, its successor and the gateway between East and West, Constantinople was too rich and well situated a prize to be left for the Order to seize. Though it had been often besieged, the city had never been conquered by land or sea, but as Hytham had pointed out, there were other ways to take over a city, and the Order excelled in this form of insidious control from within. They were already at work.


    Hytham and Basim had been assigned to rip them out at the roots by any means they could find. A vital mission to entrust to a Master Assassin whose trustworthiness was in question.


    So, as much as Hytham wanted to share Basim’s enthusiasm for the task ahead, he couldn’t ignore the sense of uncertainty that gripped him when he considered again Basim’s place on the chessboard.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    There were logistical considerations to establishing oneself in a new city, beyond just getting settled in living quarters and sparring with your superior at dawn. Hytham also needed to familiarize himself with the geography of the city itself. To walk its streets, listening to the people speaking Greek and, occasionally, Latin, and in general get a feeling for the place he would be calling his new home.


    He’d expected to do most of these explorations on his own, but Basim had had other ideas. He took Hytham on a tour of the city without ever proclaiming that he was doing so. Hytham first suspected it when he glimpsed the great dome and buttresses of Hagia Sophia emerging from the surrounding architecture, a sight to steal the breath and give one pause, even in the middle of a crowded, noisy street.


    Constantinople was sometimes known as the Golden City, and Hytham had seen the truth of that name on mornings like these as the sunlight gilded the water, sweeping across the great harbor and holding the city in a moment so brief and lovely as to make artists reach greedily for brush and canvas. The light that touched Hagia Sophia was no exception, transforming the great building into a treasure box that Basim described as being ablaze with candle and lamplight within.


    The city itself was not hard to navigate, with fourteen regions connected by well-kept avenues. There were rolling hills, city parks, and many public squares decorated with sculptures and columns. Life here was busy, vibrant, and rife with possibility. It was the only way Hytham could describe the energy he felt. He was glad that Basim had taken the time to show him these sights. Hytham knew he must get to know this city, but he also needed to get to know Basim.


    Eventually, Basim led him into the courtyard of a small wine bar. Tables and chairs had been set up in the shadow of the building, and they sat, their backs to the cool, shaded wall, a good view of the streets and passersby in front of them.


    A woman came out of the bar with some dishes on a tray. She smiled at them in greeting and put down bowls of spiced nuts, figs in honey, and peeled oranges. Basim asked for water for the two of them, and the woman nodded and went away again.


    “Is there someone you’re looking for?” Hytham asked as he watched Basim eyeing the foot and cart traffic passing by. It was growing warmer, the late spring days bright and fair with the promise of summer coming soon.


    “I’ve been here before,” Basim said, popping one of the figs in his mouth and licking honey from his fingers. “It’s a good place to see the city, to watch its people.” He glanced at Hytham. “As I noticed you doing as you walked the streets with me. You’re very observant.”


    “I would not be very skilled at my chosen profession if I weren’t,” Hytham said with a faint smile.


    Basim laughed. “True enough. So, what do you think of this New Rome?”


    The question caught Hytham by surprise. He hadn’t expected Basim to ask him anything about his personal observations, only to speak about the mission at hand. “This is my first time in Constantinople,” Hytham said. “It’s everything I thought it would be and more, although with so many people living in one place, it takes some getting used to when compared to my time in the wilderness or in less developed settlements.”


    “Ah, so you’re still readjusting to city life,” Basim said, waving a hand in invitation for Hytham to eat. “Anything else?”


    Hytham thought of the more practical details he’d seen during their impromptu tour. “I can see why this city is difficult to besiege, and I’m speaking beyond the strength of its walls and the water that protects it,” he said. “The city’s aqueduct system and its many cisterns ensure a plentiful water supply, and its capacity for grain storage is something I’ve not seen anywhere else in my travels. A long siege, even over several winters, would wear down any attacking force before it substantially weakened the city.”


    “And it has done, for many an attacking army,” Basim said, as Hytham took a handful of the spiced nuts. “So, it would be foolish and costly to try to take the city by force, which, of course, the Order of the Ancients knows well. They were wise to make the emperor the target for their campaign to gain power in the city.”


    Basim spoke softly, though there were no other patrons at the wine bar this early in the day. He paused in their conversation as a tall, slender man with a shaved head came to their table with a jug of water and two cups.


    “I apologize for the wait,” he said, pouring their drinks. “My son was supposed to be up early to help me in the kitchen, and I swear I still hear him snoring all the way downstairs.” He gave them a rueful smile and a shrug of his broad shoulders.


    “We’re in no rush,” Hytham said, returning the man’s smile. “We’re just here to take our ease for a bit.”


    “You’ve chosen a good time for it,” the man said as he walked back toward the kitchen. “It’s a fine day to sit idle and watch the people pass by.”


    When they were alone again, Hytham said, just as quietly, “Is it certain they’ve made the emperor a permanent ally? If so, it’s going to be difficult to root them out if they’re already entrenched in the palace.”


    “Nothing is certain,” Basim said. “Emperors are often the target of assassinations in this city. The power structure has changed and destabilized many times over the centuries. There are opportunities we may be able to exploit, but there are dangers we need to be aware of as well.”


    “Did you have specific dangers in mind?” Hytham asked curiously. He took a drink of water, the cool liquid feeling good on his parched throat.


    “Perhaps,” Basim said. “Tell me, are you familiar at all with the Varangian Guard?”


    “A little,” Hytham said. He’d been briefed with some information about the government structure and palace life by his superiors before coming to the city. “I know they’re the emperor’s personal bodyguards, recruited from the same Viking clans that once raided the coastal settlements and farms.”


    A rare example of an emperor turning his enemies into allies, Hytham thought. The story he’d heard was that instead of squandering soldiers and resources to wipe out the Viking raiders, the emperor had instead sent missionaries to learn more about the fierce warriors and their clans, and offer them the chance to serve Constantinople and acquire more wealth and prestige than they might do burning villages and destroying crops.


    “Another canny move from a ruler who understood human nature, I think,” Basim said, giving Hytham a meaningful look. “Rumors spread far and wide of the ferocity and rage the Viking clans displayed in battle, the absolute commitment they have to their cause. They showed no hesitation, no fear of dying. Perhaps the emperor thought that earning the loyalty of such a force would discourage any from attacking his person or his family.”


    “It would also help him avoid betrayal from within,” Hytham said. “He would surely feel more secure recruiting outsiders, those untouched by the complex political forces at work in Constantinople.”


    “True,” Basim said. “Thus, any plan we undertake to challenge the emperor must take into account the power of the Varangians and the strength of their loyalty to the emperor.”


    Hytham nodded solemnly. It was yet one more reminder, as if he needed one, that this mission would be complicated. He took one of the honey-soaked figs from the dish and put it in his mouth, savoring its sweetness as he considered their options. He also considered the fact that Basim never spoke of anything idly. It was one of the things he’d observed about the man in their limited time together. His words always contained a purpose or a lesson, and Hytham sensed now was no different.


    “Why did you bring up the Varangian Guard specifically?” Hytham asked. “Do you see an immediate threat from that corner?”


    Basim looked pleased that he’d caught on. “It’s something I’d considered, in light of recent events.”


    “Recent events?” Hytham prompted, but Basim just shook his head, ending the thread of conversation. Hytham suppressed a sigh. The man could also be infuriatingly opaque sometimes.


    Basim stood, leaving some coins on the table to pay for their food. “Come,” he said, gesturing to the busy street. “There’s another part of Constantinople you must yet experience before you can say you’re fully acquainted with the city.”


    Hytham rose and followed Basim out of the courtyard and back to the sun-dappled streets. He was thankful for the water and the brief rest after the early morning sparring and the winding tour of the city, but he wondered what Basim wasn’t telling him.


    The man was intelligent, experienced, and his fighting skills were unmatched. Hytham knew there was much he could learn from Basim that would in turn help him survive and rise in the ranks of the Hidden Ones. But if he could not penetrate the shroud of secrecy that seemed to cling to Basim, he would not be able to accomplish his personal mission and prove himself worthy of his mentor’s trust.


    Still, Hytham couldn’t say he was afraid of the challenges that had been presented to him. The Hidden Ones had taken on greater foes and emerged triumphant. Theirs was often a long game played from the shadows and back alleys. Hytham knew the game well, and he was more than prepared to do what must be done.


  




  

    Chapter Three


    The markets of Constantinople felt to Hytham like the beating heart of the city. He could see why Basim had saved them for last on his tour. Even more than the great dome of Hagia Sophia rising in the distance, or the crowded streets and decorative columns, the religious icons gleaming from churches along the thoroughfares, the markets were where gold and goods flowed, the clink of coins making you the object of every avaricious merchant’s attention. The colorful mounds of fragrant spices were like splashes of paint on an artist’s palette, teasing the senses and giving way to incense and perfumes. There was olive oil in abundance, wine, and the sharper tang of fish sauce that Hytham didn’t care for.


    Jugglers and street musicians moved through the crowds dressed in flamboyant tunics, wearing wide grins and tipping their hats or an empty boot for coins. Hytham tossed an offering to a particularly impressive baritone hitting a long note with one endless breath while a skinny cat walked across his shoulders.


    The markets were where the sweat and dirt of dozens of cultures mixed, the languages of east and west mingling with other words Hytham had never heard, curses and praises and laughter in a cacophony of sights and sounds. It was a heady place, exhilarating, the complete opposite of the quiet wine bar they’d just left.


    It was also an excellent place to get robbed blind, if you weren’t always alert.


    Hytham moved with ease through the crowded market, letting the dense foot traffic flow past him like water even as he kept Basim in sight walking a few feet ahead of him. The sun was overhead now, warming his back and enhancing all the smells of humanity and livestock around him, though it wasn’t an unpleasant mix. At either end of the long market street was a set of stairs to discourage wheeled traffic, leaving the people more space to walk freely from stall to shop and to gather for conversation and gossip with the various sellers.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Hytham caught furtive movement as a beggar boy of about twelve or thirteen slipped up beside him, nudging his shoulder gently, and then his hip.


    A fairly clumsy attempt, as far as pickpocketing went. Hytham caught the boy’s bony wrist in a firm grip and casually led him out of the flow of people. The boy yelped a protest, but Hytham squeezed just hard enough to shut his mouth and make him drop the stolen coin pouch into Hytham’s waiting hand.


    “You’re lucky this time,” Hytham said, looking the boy in the eye. His dirt-streaked face had gone pale as he tried to twist out of Hytham’s hold. “Leave the market. I don’t want to see you here again today.” He pressed some coins into the boy’s hand and then released him, watching him dart quickly back into the sea of people. The boy cast a bewildered glance over his shoulder as he ran, as if to make sure Hytham wasn’t going to change his mind and chase after him.


    “Never a dull moment here,” Basim commented from behind Hytham.


    There was an odd note in his voice, a false lightness, but when Hytham glanced over his shoulder, Basim had turned away, already dismissing the incident.


    Hytham tucked his remaining coins back in his pouch and fell into step beside him. “I assume you brought me here to show me something besides the city’s petty crime?”


    “You liked the singing too.”


    “True.”


    Basim chuckled. He pointed to a market stall across the way that dripped with silks of every color, dazzling in the light and gracefully billowing up in the breeze that helped to break the heat of the day. The seller was clever. He knew exactly how to hang the fabric to its best advantage, naturally drawing the eye to the impressive display. “Do you see the woman haggling with the merchant there?” Basim asked. “And the men with her?”


    Hytham looked. The woman Basim indicated wore her hair in many long, steel gray braids, her mouth pinched in a severe expression as she examined a bolt of fabric, though the silk merchant didn’t seem intimidated. There was likely some intense bargaining going on, but it seemed to be an honest exchange. Still, the woman was armed and armored, carrying two hand axes that appeared well used and cared for. Two men stood on either side of her similarly armed, their hair shorn so close to their skulls the veins stood out against the pale blond. They watched the rest of the market warily while the woman made her selections.


    “Norsemen,” Hytham observed, taking their measure in dress and armor. “At least as far as I can tell. I don’t see clan symbols. Looks as if they’re here for the silk trade.” He shot a curious glance at Basim. This was the second time that Basim had drawn attention to Viking warriors. “What’s your interest in them?”


    “The men with the Viking woman have been following me,” Basim said easily, “ever since I made it known through our whisper networks that an outsider – namely myself – has come to Constantinople seeking to undermine the emperor.”


    It took a second for his words to sink in, but then Hytham stared at Basim in disbelief. “You made it known?” His thoughts reeled at the implications. Assuming this wasn’t a joke, it meant Basim had as good as revealed the Hidden Ones’ mission to their enemies. “You’ve all but exposed us as targets to the Order of the Ancients!” he hissed.


    Basim shook his head. “Only myself. Your name and presence in the city I kept out of it, and whatever risk I took has borne fruit. You’ll recall our conversation about the Varangian Guard? I suspect we’re about to find ourselves meeting them. Whether it be for good or ill, I can’t say yet, though I confess I find myself fascinated to know more about this woman and her clan.”


    Hytham was only half listening. He was watching the rooftops around them, the darkened alleys, and the crowd itself with new eyes, looking for something more than a beggar coming at him with a clumsy pickpocket attempt. What was Basim playing at, only telling him this now? Was it some kind of test?


    “Are you angry with me?” Basim asked. Again, he seemed curious, almost amused. Certainly not concerned. Hytham ground his teeth.


    “Did you bring us here hoping to draw out the emperor’s supporters?” Hytham asked, ignoring Basim’s question.


    “In part, but I also hope to see the faces of some of the Order here in the city,” Basim said. “It will be helpful to know who is acting against us.”


    In other words, Basim not only expected an ambush here today, he had walked into the marketplace with his arms out in welcome. That wasn’t the way of the Hidden Ones. They acted from the shadows, taking strength from anonymity. Uneasiness stole over Hytham at the idea that Basim might have lost sight of that fundamental mantra. If that was the case, what other compromises might the man make?


    They continued walking, but now that Hytham was actively waiting for an attack, he no longer absorbed the sights and smells of the market with the same pleasure. He ignored the fortune tellers, performers, and merchants who competed for his attention. Now their presence here was entirely about measuring threats and trying to anticipate where and when their enemies would strike.


    His vigilance was rewarded a short time later when a shadow moved on the rooftop just to his left.


    “You saw that,” Hytham murmured. It wasn’t a question. In response, Basim moved a hand casually across the hilt of his scimitar.


    “There are two more waiting in the alley ahead,” he replied. “I’ve been tracking them since we entered the market. I wasn’t sure they were after us at first, but I believe they’re lying in wait for us now.”


    Hytham nodded minutely. “I’ll follow you into the alley then and go up on the roof from there.”


    “Be careful,” Basim said. “You’ll be more exposed on the roof.”


    About thirty feet in front of them, a narrow alley broke off from the main market. It was choked with crates and strewn with trash – refuse from the merchants’ stalls to be collected later and disposed of. The reek of piss and rotting food filled Hytham’s nostrils as they ducked into the shadows of the alley.


    Two cloaked and hooded men waited for them, just as Basim predicted. They tensed when Basim’s sword hissed out of its scabbard, and he tossed the blade casually from hand to hand.


    “Gentlemen,” he said, and with that same explosive movement he’d used in the olive grove, Basim set upon them.


    Hytham spared a glance to make sure Basim wouldn’t be overwhelmed, but he engaged both men confidently, disarming the first one with a dizzying strike and twist that Hytham had been on the receiving end of just that morning. But he had no sympathy for the man Basim was about to kill.


    Hytham leapt lightly atop the stack of crates to his left and grabbed the edge of the roof tiles, the rough stone scraping against his calloused fingers. Muscles flexing, he hauled himself up, landing in a crouch on the slanted roof. Some of the tiles were loose, grinding loudly against each other, but the shouts and bustle of the market overtook the sound, just as they hid the swordplay going on below him. Hytham was confident he could still catch his target unawares.


    The man who’d been watching them from above was crossing the roof, heading in Hytham’s direction. It could be that he awaited a signal from his fellows in the alley and, seeing nothing, had come to see what was going on and what was keeping them. The man’s attention was turned away from Hytham, but as soon as Hytham moved, he knew he would surely be seen. He decided to let the man get a little closer, in the hope he might be able to take him unawares with a clean and silent kill.


    Crouching low, Hytham breathed in deep and slow. He held his right arm close to his chest, checking the mechanism on his Hidden Blade to make sure nothing had jammed in it during their earlier sparring session in the mud. He felt the blood pumping in his ears, his heartbeat quickening, even as a layer of intense calm settled over him.


    He would find every shadow, make his body small, his steps silent. To fade away and be no more present than the gentle hiss of the wind – that was his gift, hard-won and practiced for years until he could hide in plain sight.


    It was the gift of the Hidden Ones that their enemies would not know how near the threat was, how deadly the danger, until it was too late.


    Hytham waited, observing his target. The man was also cloaked and hooded, head bent slightly to watch his footing on the loose tile – he was close enough now that Hytham could see a faint scar at the base of his neck beneath curling blond hair, his skin darkened by the sun.


    The man shifted slightly as a tile wobbled beneath his boot, and Hytham seized the advantage. He leapt into the air, exploding over the peak of the roof, wind whistling in his ears. His target must have sensed the movement at the last minute, for he spun, but he was too late.


    Hytham landed in front of him and released the Hidden Blade which slid smoothly between the man’s ribs. He would barely feel it in those first few seconds. Then the man’s breath hitched, eyes going wide, and he started to crumple on the tile. Hytham guided his body down and made to step back, but the man found some last bit of strength and lunged for him even as he coughed up his life’s blood, grabbing a fistful of Hytham’s robe and yanking him off balance on the uncertain tiles.


    There was a dizzying instant where Hytham thought he would tumble off the roof, sky and ground tilting crazily around him, but he caught himself on the tiles, scraping skin off his palms. Ignoring the intense burn, Hytham shoved the dying man away from him, sending him rolling down the tiles and off the roof into the alley where he’d left Basim.


    Hytham lay flat on his stomach, taking a second to regain his equilibrium. From below, there came the sounds of fighting in the alley. Basim hadn’t yet finished off his opponents.


    With the blood still dripping from his blade, Hytham sprang up, ready to jump back off the roof to help.


    An arrow hissed by him, catching a bit of his sleeve and trailing a stinging line across his flesh. So much for equilibrium. Hytham dropped to his belly again and let himself slide down, putting the slant of the roof between him and his unseen attacker. A second arrow shrieked by overhead, burying itself in a wooden sign attached to a building on the other side of the alley.


    There were more attackers than they’d realized. Shouts and footsteps echoed from the alley, signaling Basim was about to be hit with more enemies as well. Depending on how many of his opponents he’d already dispatched, Basim could be seriously outnumbered, and Hytham was trapped on the roof by an archer that had him pinned.


    Carefully, Hytham crawled back up to the peak of the roof and risked a glance over. To his shock, his attacker was in plain sight two buildings away, slumped over the edge of a roof, his bow dangling from slack fingers.


    There was a hand axe buried in his back.


    As Hytham watched, one of the Vikings from the market appeared on the roof. He pulled his weapon free of the archer’s back and kicked the body off the roof, very near to the market stalls at one end of the street.


    Hytham winced. Not exactly subtle, but he wasn’t going to spit on the unexpected aid. He got back to his feet and made his way down the roof to drop into the alley. There was a body on the ground nearby, but to Hytham’s relief, it wasn’t Basim’s. The Master Assassin was crouched beside it, wiping his blade clean.


    The Viking woman they’d been observing at the market had the second of Basim’s opponents pinned against the alley wall by her two hand axes – one in the man’s neck, and the other in his gut. As Hytham watched, she yanked the weapons free and let the body slide down the wall. Turning, she met his gaze briefly, the fever of battle flashing in her eyes, sweat glistening on her skin.


    “I see you also had some extra help,” Hytham commented.


    “It was a battle well fought,” Basim said, nodding to the woman. “May we know you?”


    The Viking woman didn’t immediately reply. Stone-faced, she dragged the bodies deeper into the alley to hide them from the sight of the market patrons. Judging by their simple clothes and armor, they looked to Hytham like mercenaries rather than members of the Order of the Ancients. A small force hired by the Order and sent to test them, perhaps.


    When the woman returned to them, she inclined her head. “My name is Thyra of the Varangian Guard,” she said, “leader of the Eagle Clan. May we speak?”


    So, Basim had been right. The Vikings were Varangian Guard, but they had not attacked them, as Hytham had expected. Instead, they’d helped kill the mercenaries and spoiled their ambush. What was going on here?


    For his part, Basim looked pleased at the Viking woman’s question. Hytham hesitated, a sudden suspicion filling his mind.


    Had Basim orchestrated this meeting by opening himself as a target in the market in the hopes of attracting the Viking clan leader’s attention? It seemed a stretch, especially since he had warned Hytham the Varangian Guard were a danger to them and their mission. Yet the foxlike expression of satisfaction on Basim’s face was difficult to ignore. But for what purpose was he doing this? To expose himself so brazenly – whatever Basim was up to, Hytham hoped it ended up being worth it.


    Hytham felt as if he’d been on the back foot ever since this day began, and he didn’t like it. His mentor had asked him to watch Basim, to make sure he stayed focused on their mission and didn’t let himself be distracted by personal agendas. But it felt as if Basim was already ten steps ahead of him, and Hytham was simply struggling to keep up. He had to stay sharp in the man’s company.


    But for the moment, he forced his attention to the woman – Thyra. “Thank you for your aid,” he said. “What is it we can do for you?”


    Thyra looked at him and Basim narrowly, as if she could measure their worth with just a glance. She must have been satisfied by whatever she saw, because she gave a quick nod.


    “We’ve heard you talked about in the city,” she said, addressing Basim. “You’re the outsider who would challenge the emperor. Foolish words, I thought. This man courts his own death.” Her lips thinned. “Then I heard it said you represent a greater force, one that works from the shadows to invoke change. It gave me hope that your bold words might be more than simple bluster. If this is true, then I’m here to ask for your help.” She glanced around. Though they were standing in the shadows of the alley, they were still very much in a public venue. “Is there a safe place we can speak?”


    Hytham and Basim exchanged a glance, then Basim said, “There is a man – Demetrios Hestiun – an aristocrat who is also an ally. We’ll take you to his house. Is that acceptable?”


    She considered, then said, “Yes, my men and I will accompany you.”


    They were a strange procession fading back into the bustle of the market, weapons safely put away, pretending for all the world as if nothing had occurred and that no bodies had been concealed in the alley to be discovered long after they were gone. And they’d been fortunate. No one had heard the sounds of battle, and no one gave them a second look.


    The Vikings stayed several paces away from them, and the men accompanying Thyra were watchful, shooting suspicious glances at Hytham and Basim more than once.


    “Not all of them are as friendly as Thyra,” Hytham said under his breath, his words meant only for Basim. “Are you sure about this?”


    “If they meant us harm, they could have let the Order’s mercenaries carve us up while they watched,” Basim pointed out.


    “Have a little faith,” Hytham said with a grin. “I would have gotten around to helping you eventually.”


    The comment earned him a booming laugh. “I appreciate your consideration,” Basim said.


    That was the other thing about the Assassin. Basim could be all charm when he wanted to be, easy to like and very much a creature of the moment, flowing from one situation to the next with an easy confidence born of long experience.


    And sweet mother of Christ, he fought well. Hytham knew he would not have needed his help, and they would have finished off their foes without the Vikings’ intervention. Basim was being gracious, and he was obviously deeply interested in whatever Thyra had to say, if he was willing to take her to the house of an ally to speak.


    But what could the Varangian Guard possibly need their help with?


  

OEBPS/image/1.jpg
The
GOLDEN CITY

JALEIGH JOHNSON

ACONYTE

\v4





OEBPS/font/ArnoPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ArnoPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/UAC04_The_Golden_City_by_Jaleigh_Johnson.jpg
"H OF {t‘}@‘m






OEBPS/image/Asmodee_Entertainment_logo_-_RGB.jpg
asmodee

ENTERTAINMENT





OEBPS/font/ArnoPro-Regular.otf


