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There were guards nearby. Ryia could smell them—and not just because they stank of wine. She ducked into an archway, pressing her back against the stone and holding her breath. They clanked past in neat rows, long, thin swords dangling from their belts, purple tunics swaying in the foul summer breeze. Members of the Needle Guard, the king’s private army. They turned south, no doubt heading toward the slums where the Festival of Felice raged on.


North of the trade docks, the city was quiet. The nobles of Carrowwick didn’t worship the goddess of luck. For them, the festival was more of an inconvenience than a celebration. A nuisance—a distraction. In other words, it was exactly what Ryia had been waiting for. After all, it wasn’t as though she could just stroll in through the Bobbin Fort’s front gate.


The southern wall of the fortress was less than a stone’s throw away. A thirty-foot vertical with only the tiniest of handholds. She looked sternly at her fingers, dark eyes flashing.


“You lot up for this today?”


Her fingers didn’t answer, but she didn’t need them to. This wasn’t the first time she’d made this climb. If Callum Clem had his way, she doubted it would be the last time either, and if there was one thing she had learned in the past year, it was that Callum Clem always had his way.


Black fabric billowed out behind her like a silken shadow as she pulled herself up stone by stone with unnatural speed. The muted strains of off-key fiddle music from the celebrations to the south were punctuated by the slight scraping of sharpened steel knocking against the wall.


“Patience, loves,” she murmured to the half dozen axes lining her belt. “You’ll get your chance, don’t you worry.”


Guards fidgeted on the top of the wall, some six inches above her. She paused, lightly sniffing the air. Two of them. Sniffed again. One five paces to her left, the other twenty or more to her right, if she wasn’t mistaken. She chuckled silently to herself. Ryia was never mistaken. If she was, she would be rotting in one of the Guildmaster’s cells by now.


A colorful burst of light illuminated the sky, and Ryia was on the move again. The firework faded to ashes. In the seconds before the next burst of color, she vaulted over the wall, sprinted across the ramparts, and dropped over the opposite side, scurrying like a spider down into the courtyard below. The guards fidgeted with their armor, hiding their yawns behind gauntleted hands as the light show went on. Blind as desert moles.


Though that might be an insult to the moles.


Ryia pulled a bundle of leaves from the pocket of her cloak. They looked dull in the silvery light of the moon, but she knew in daylight they were vivid green. Outside the Bobbin Fort, there was only the Needle Guard to contend with. Inside, things got a little more complicated. The cloying taste of lemon burst on her tongue as she popped the leaves into her mouth. She wrinkled her nose. Disgusting, yes, but if it were any weaker, it would be more useless than a long sword in a tavern brawl. Anything less overpowering than lemon balm would be hard-pressed to throw off the nose of a lapdog, let alone a proper Adept Senser.


Hopefully she wouldn’t run into either.


She slunk forward a few steps, pausing behind a statue of Declan Day. Her fingers danced over her throwing axes as she studied the castle, bathed in the light of the fireworks. One… two… three windows over… one floor up. She gave a feral smile. The southern-facing window swung open, no doubt flooding the room inside with the scents of piss and fish. Carrowwick perfume, as the foreign sailors liked to call it.


This was going to be even easier than she’d hoped.


But just then the scent of stale urine vanished, replaced by a violently different odor. Mulched earth. Decay. A horribly familiar, creeping rot that sent her nostrils itching and tingling. Ryia froze and sank into a crouch, her right hand drifting up to grasp one of the long-handled hatchets strapped across her back. It was coming from the east.


She dropped her hand, melting back into the shadow of the statue. Not two seconds later came the sound of hushed voices, echoing from the east end of the courtyard.


“… sending me along with the party going to the auction. You know what that means…,” one voice was saying. Male. He sounded like a weasel… or maybe a snake? Either way, the fact that he sounded like anything at all meant that the people entering the courtyard were not Adept servants. A good sign.


She could see them now: one tall and thick, one short and slight. The short one whipped around to face the other. Female. A shock of braided red hair caught the moonlight. “I know drinking wine before your shift is against protocol,” the woman answered coolly.


“Oh come on, Evelyn, I’ve heard the stories. All bets are off, Garol said…,” Weasel-mouth continued. He sidled closer to Red, reaching for her waist.


Ryia slid around the statue. Just a few steps to the castle wall. Then she’d be out of sight for good and those idiot guards would never even be aware of her existence.


The distinctive ping of metal on metal rang out as Red poked a needle-thin blade into the man’s left shoulder plate.


“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to, Maxwell?” she asked. “You could always check with my old bunkmates from the South Barracks if you need a bloody refresher.”


Ryia stifled a laugh as Red rammed her elbow into Maxwell the Weasel-mouth’s gut. She reluctantly turned away from the show. Twice the entertainment factor of those half-assed productions the Harpies put on in the Carrowwick Fair. Maybe these nobles and their hired swords were good for something after all.


She latched on to the stone wall, skittering up the side of the castle. She paused just beneath the open second-story window, listening. Nothing but deep, even breathing punctuated by snores so loud she was surprised she hadn’t been able to hear them outside the fort wall.


Another burst of color and light lit up the sky as she slipped into the room, casting her shadow over carpeting that probably cost more than half the slats in the Lottery. A few sputtering candles burned in their spun-glass wall sconces, dimly lighting the massive, four-poster bed along the back wall. On top of the bed lay what looked like a lumpy net full of dead fish. The lumpy net, of course, was Efrain Althea. Son of the queen of Dresdell’s sister, and a lesser prince of the far southern kingdom of Briel.


Ryia didn’t really give two shits who he was. Clem’s orders were always stunningly clear, and they didn’t tend to include titles and honors.


She stalked across the room, sliding one of the hatchets from her back and twirling it expertly between her fingers. Thin, leather-wrapped handle. Slender, razor-sharp bit. Was it normal to be attracted to a weapon? She was only kidding, of course…


Mostly.


Faster than Efrain could blink his wine-bleary eyes, Ryia was upon him. The bit of her hatchet tickled the rolls beneath his cleft chin.


“You’d have to be even dumber than you look to scream,” she said. “You see, you might startle me. And when I’m startled…” She dragged the sharp edge lightly across his throat. Not enough to draw blood. Just possibly enough to draw urine.


Efrain nodded hurriedly, and Ryia pulled back with a smile. She strode calmly toward the spindly table on the far side of the room, then sniffed a flagon of blood-red wine. Undoubtedly Brillish—didn’t smell rank enough to be Gildesh. She wrinkled her nose and reached for a chunk of bread instead, tearing into it as she turned back to Efrain.


“You’ve been in this city a few weeks now. I take it you know who I am?” She gave another lupine smile, flashing her hatchet toward his watery eyes.


Her face was completely hidden by the shadows of her hood, but her weapons had a reputation of their own. After all, the Butcher of Carrowwick hadn’t earned her title by handing out bundles of daisies and kisses on the cheek. He sputtered as he caught sight of the markings on the blade in the low light. Ryia tutted softly, pacing back toward him.


“Looks like Felice’s luck is not smiling down on your pampered ass tonight, eh?”


She tucked her hatchet away, then leaned against the bedpost, ripping back into the bread.


“I—I don’t know what I’m supposed to have done,” Efrain finally stammered, pulling himself to his feet. His voice was just as obnoxious as she remembered it. Nasally. Whiny. A thick Brillish accent pulling at his vowels.


“My dear prince. Lying isn’t going to make this go any easier for you.” Ryia’s eyes grew hard, obsidian chips glinting deep in her skull. “You took something from Callum Clem. I think even you’re smart enough to know that was a bad move.”


Ryia watched, amused, as his jowls started to tremble. Prince or no, anyone who set foot inside the city walls of Carrowwick had heard stories about Callum Clem. Heard how he had joined his first syndicate at the age of seven, killed his first man before the age of ten. How over the past three decades he had duped and double-crossed almost every son of a bitch in the Lottery while still managing to keep his head. He was as cold as he was calculating. As slippery as he was ruthless. Just looking at Callum Clem the wrong way could earn you a beating. Stealing from the man? Well, that was as good as a death sentence.


Efrain reached for the bedside table with wine-swollen fingers, throwing shaky shadows on the walls.


“I have money. I have it right here.” He pulled a bag of coins toward him, counted out ten silver halves and five golden crescents, and held them toward Ryia. She scooped up the coins, pocketing them as Efrain looked on, hopeful.


“I’ll consider that a gift,” she said. “Because we both know that’s nowhere near enough to cover your entire debt.”


“M-my entire debt?”


Ryia took another bite of bread, speaking around it as she chewed. “Thousan’ crescents, by Clem’s coun’.”


His face reddened in outrage. Or maybe that was panic. “A thousand gold crescents? How in Adalina’s deepest hell do you figure that?”


Adalina. Ryia had always found it ironic that the do-nothing nobles worshipped the goddess of toil.


“Cost of the Foxhole. I think he’s being generous, personally, but then I’ve always thought Clem was a bit of a softheart.” Her grin widened as Efrain’s dark cheeks paled three shades in the muted candlelight. She wasn’t sure if anyone had called Clem that before. Or if anyone had ever suggested the Snake of the Southern Dock had a heart at all.


“The Foxhole?”


It had been one of the most popular gambling houses in the Lottery. One of the best scams Clem had ever run… until the raid. The Needle Guard had torn the place to pieces—and the Saints with it. The gang had been the most powerful force in the Lottery for years, and now they were the laughingstock of everyone south of the trade docks. Clem had never been a laughingstock before, and, unsurprisingly, he was not taking it well. His rage made him even more dangerous than usual: a king cobra where he had once been only a viper.


“I hope for your sake this stupidity is just an act, because if not, I’m not sure how you manage to wipe your own ass.”


She dusted the bread crumbs from her hands. Then she pulled the hatchet from her back again and dived across the room, pinning Efrain to the wall, one hand at his throat.


His whole body bobbed as he sucked in a shocked breath. Ryia leaned toward him, hissing in his ear. “A whole company of Needle Guard suddenly growing the stones to take on the Saints? Now where in the hells would they get the motivation to do something like that?” Efrain swallowed. Ryia went on: “Did you really think you were still one step ahead of us?”


Efrain sank to his knees as she released her grip. There on the floor, he drew one trembling breath after another. Ryia paced beside him, watching, head cocked like some lethal bird of prey.


“Please. I have more coin. You can take it. Take it and you will never see my face in the Lottery again, I swear it… I swear it by the goddesses Adalina and Felice—by the spirits of my ancestors.”


His eyes were wet as he peered up at her from the floor, pulling his Brillish namestone from the neck of his nightshirt. Pathetic. “You’re looking for mercy? From me?” She shook her head. “Efrain, you half-wit. I thought you said you knew who I was.” She watched his eyes grow wide as she spun her hatchet playfully around her nimble fingers.


“What are you going to do?”


“I would think someone whose lips are wrapped so tightly around the Needle Guard’s teat would know the Dresdellan punishment for theft.” She leaned over, separating out the index finger of his right hand.


“Theft?”


“Yes, Efrain, theft,” she said in the mock-patient tone of a frustrated schoolteacher. “We’ve been through this. You stole from the Saints of the Wharf. And don’t misunderstand me—we will have our repayment.” Her lip curled as she looked at the finery in the room. “Goddesses know you should be good for it. I’m just here to deliver a message. A reminder of what happens when you think you’re smarter than Callum-fucking-Clem.”


She slammed her weapon down, slicing through his finger at the second knuckle. She pulled her other hatchet free of its sheath, clocking him in the back of the head with its butt before his scream had a chance to leave his lips.


Ryia pocketed the finger with one hand, letting Efrain’s unconscious body flop to the floor. She turned to leave, then paused as a roughly hammered iron coin fell from his breast pocket. It rolled a few unsteady inches before Ryia stopped it with her boot and picked it up, examining it in the light of the fireworks still bursting in the sky outside. She rubbed a thoughtful thumb over the blank front side, turning it over and examining the back. There, stamped into the shoddily wrought coin, was the faint imprint of a kestrel skull.


Ryia looked back down at Efrain, nudging his senseless form with a toe. “Well, that explains it.” She shook her head. “What in the hells have you gotten yourself into?”


Her question hung unanswered in the night air when she caught another whiff of it. That grisly smell of blood, old cellars, mildew, and decay. That terrible weight in her nostrils. Danger. And not just any danger. Her nose tingled painfully. This was the particular aura of danger that accompanied only the most deadly fighters in Thamorr—a scent she was horribly familiar with.


An Adept was nearby.


She froze, ears pricked as the door beside the bed creaked open. A tall shadow drifted into the room on silent feet. Like every Adept raised on the Guildmaster’s island, he was completely bald, clad in a long black robe trimmed in the brightest blue. His right cheek was marred by a brand of the Brillish royal seal. This was Efrain’s personal servant, then. The Adept’s nostrils flared as he turned his head slightly. There, inked on the side of his hairless skull, was a swirling letter S. A Senser—a watchdog used by the merchants and nobles of Thamorr to sniff out threats of violence.


Thanks to her speed and her use of lemon balm, this one was a little late to the party.


Ryia eyed the hatchets still clutched in her hands. Of the two types of Adept magic-wielders, Sensers were the weaker fighters by a long shot. Kinetics were the tricky, speedy bastards. Sensers were usually good at sounding the alarm and not much else. If she moved quickly, she could kill this one before he got the chance.…


The Senser turned his head again, his eyes resting on her at last. They were as blank and lifeless as every other branded Adept servant Ryia had ever encountered, so unlike the cruel and cunning eyes of the Guildmaster and his own personal army, called the Disciples. If she slit this slack-faced Senser’s throat, the Brillish crown would see it as a loss of gold and nothing more. After all, they had paid the Guildmaster good money for a mindless servant… not for a human being. But Ryia knew better than anyone just how human the Adept truly were.


Still, he had seen her. If she didn’t kill him, he would trot off and sound the alarm. She flexed her fingers, tightening her grip on her hatchets. The Butcher of Carrowwick didn’t show mercy, right? She had killed dozens of people in this city: guards and mercenaries and freebooters. But this Senser was none of those things. He was a slave, trapped in a life he might never have chosen, if he had been given the chance to choose at all. It was a fate Ryia could relate to.


In her moment’s hesitation, the Senser turned from the room in a whirl of his cloak, off to fetch someone who would ruin her fucking night, no doubt.


“Shit,” she said under her breath. She then patted the still-senseless Efrain on the shoulder. “It’s been fun, Efrain. Let’s do this again sometime, shall we?” She hurriedly tucked the coin into her pocket. Then she slipped out the window and into the night.


Less than a minute passed before Ryia was on the far side of the fort’s high walls again. The alarms chased her down the alleys, but she was already gone, nothing more than a shadow on the wind. The guards would know who had come to visit Efrain Althea tonight. But she had faced worse than the Needle Guard before. Much worse.


The salt breeze tugged at her hood as she wound her way back toward the dying party on the southern docks. She tossed Efrain Althea’s severed finger up and down, whistling an old Gildesh sea shanty as she went.
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Claudia Nash watched the mud drip slowly from her boot to the delicate wooden table beneath her heel as the clock ticked past the quarter-hour mark. To be fair, she wasn’t actually sure the soupy brown liquid pooling on Bardley’s table was mud. After sloshing around the docks of Carrowwick Harbor, it could be anything, really.


Well, she thought, tapping one dark finger against her kneecap, if Bardley didn’t want his sitting room tea table ruined, he shouldn’t have kept me waiting so long.


Honestly, after ten years of running with Clem’s crew, she expected a little more respect than this. But the lace merchants in this pisshole were way more arrogant than the fish traders she had grown up with down on the Gildesh border. They always thought they were better than her, and they wanted her to know it.


She didn’t even bother to turn her head when she finally heard the prissy click of footsteps entering the room.


“Glad to see you’ve made it, Miss Nash,” Bardley said, extending a hand as he swept through the door surrounded by a flurry of fine silk. “I know it’s a bit late, but with the chaos from the heretics’ festival, you understand.”


Nash raised an eyebrow, looking down at the merchant’s hand before tilting her neck sideways, releasing a series of loud cracks. Bardley rubbed his fingers together in apparent irritation, withdrawing his hand and taking a seat on the pristine sofa.


He eyed the destroyed table, curling his lip in irritation, but all he said was, “I trust Callum has sent you with good news?”


There was no way this prig was on first-name terms with Cal Clem. Nash pulled a jingling bag from the pocket of her salt-stiffened coat and tossed it onto the table.


“That’s right,” she said, her voice raspier than a stack of decade-old ledgers.


Bardley leaned forward, plucking the linen bag from the table before the waves of the Shit Sea streaming from Nash’s boots could reach it. He poked around the contents with his little birdlike fingers before tutting deeply and shaking his head.


“I thought we had agreed on five crescents per unit.”


Nash ran a fingernail between her two front teeth. “That’s right.”


“Miss Nash—”


“It’s just Nash.” It was actually just Claudia, but if anyone was dumb enough to call her that, she was likely to rip out his throat and show it to him.


“Nash, then,” Bardley said, clearly irritated. “I know all about the little games your kind like to run. Allow me to make myself clear. If you cheat me, it will not end well for you.”


He snapped his fingers, then looked meaningfully toward the open doorway in the corner. Nash followed his gaze, swallowing as a hulking shadow lumbered into the room.


Its black linen cloak rippled as it took a step forward into the candlelight. Her stomach squirmed. Its eyes were focused squarely on Bardley, as though awaiting an order. But of course it was. That was all the Adept servants did 99 percent of their miserable lives: Stand still, wait for the master to clap.


There was no pattern to how the Adept babies were born. Or possibly it was just a puzzle nobody but the Guildmaster had managed to crack. No one knew how he and his loyal Disciples could tell which babies would grow up to have powers—how he tracked them down from every nook and cranny of Thamorr before they could even sit up—but the Guildmaster was always right. And they always grew up to become… that.


Nash could still remember Ma’s sobs the day the Guildmaster’s blue-sailed ships came to take her baby sister, Jolie. It had been stupid of them to name the child before her first birthday, everyone knew that, utter lunacy to get attached, but Ma had taken the risk. And it had not paid off. Nash’s father was away at sea; he didn’t even know he had a second daughter yet… but somehow the Guildmaster did. But that was irrelevant. This Adept couldn’t be Jolie. This one was male—not to mention white as a Borean winter, ten shades paler than Nash at least.


It turned its head, and she squinted. In the light of the candelabra sitting beside the window she could just barely make out the letter inked onto the side of its pale, bald head.




K





A Kinetic. She eyed the creature’s left cheek. Just as she’d thought. Rebranded—more than once. That told her two things: This twat Bardley wasn’t important enough to get an invite to the proper Guildmaster’s auction, and he was slimy enough to buy an Adept illegally.


Lovely. Cal always managed to find the most charming business partners.


She chewed the inside of her cheek absently as she ran her eyes over the Adept. This one probably wasn’t very powerful. In Dresdell, the only real Kinetics—the ones capable of stopping swords and splintering walls with their minds—were tucked away inside the Bobbin Fort. They were all dangerous nonetheless. Unnaturally strong and faster than a damned dragonfly. But Cal didn’t keep Nash around because she was easily intimidated. In fact, she was pretty sure the only reason he had taken her on all those years ago was because she had been bold enough to use her last two silvers to track him down and ask to join the Saints. If she hadn’t backed off from the most fearsome syndicate lord in Carrowwick at the tender age of fourteen, she sure as shit wasn’t about to do so with a spoiled little prat like Bardley now.


Nash leaned back in her velvet chair.


“Impressive, but it doesn’t change our deal.”


“And what deal is that?”


“Five crescents a unit… and a ten percent cut to the Saints.”


“Ten percent?” Bardley’s lips curved into a smile so smug Nash had to forcibly resist the urge to pop him in the jaw. “No, no. I’m certain I would not have agreed to such an outlandish figure. Especially not with such a… low-ranking syndicate. I seem to recall it was seven percent.”


Merchants. If there was anything Nash had learned in her twenty-four years, it was that they were even dirtier than the gutter rats of the Lottery. If Bardley thought he could leverage the Saints’ recent downfall into a deal here, he was sorely mistaken.


Nash leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and splitting her lips into a wide smile. It grew even wider when she saw Bardley flinch. Her carefully sharpened canines tended to have that effect on people.


“You can bring all the Kinetics and all the little jokes you want, Bardley, but if you try to short the Saints”—she pawed through the bowl of nuts on the mud-covered table—“at the very least, you’re going to be stuck going through the bullshit taxes of Briel’s legal trade. At worst?” She popped an almond into her mouth with another grin. “You might just find yourself face-to-face with Cal’s most famous friend.”


Bardley scoffed, but Nash saw that beneath that fine doublet he was sweating like a sailor in his first storm. Mention of the Butcher did that to a man.


“I could work through the Harpies.”


Nash’s chest rumbled with a gravelly laugh. The Harpies—good for nothing but licking boots, as Cal liked to say. They had enough smugglers to run the best black market south of Volkfier, the Carrowwick Fair, sure… but mostly they dealt in dice halls and brothels.


“Good luck finding one of those Harpy bastards who can talk the shopkeeps in Sandport into buying your shit-poor lace at five crescents a bolt.”


“Shit-poor—” Bardley opened his little pink mouth like a babe about to cry for milk, then shut it again. He repeated the motion twice more. No more words came out. Nash’s smile widened again as she pushed herself to her feet, leaning over to pat him amiably on the shoulder.


“There’s a good man,” she said. “I’m heading back south again at the end of Juli. I’ll send my men to pick up your next shipment then, if you’re ready.”


Neither Bardley nor his precious Kinetic moved an inch as Nash gave a wink and sauntered from the room, leaving a trail of filthy boot prints in her wake.





THE MERCHANTS’ quarter was eerily silent. Nash pulled a battered old pocket watch from her coat, catching the moonlight on its face. Just past two in the morning. Most of her crew had run off to the Mermaid’s Tail the second the Seasnake’s Revenge had butted up against the southern dock. The brothel was close—just along the northern edge of the Harpies’ territory—but that wasn’t really Nash’s style. The dice hall beside it, however… She ran her tongue over her teeth. The night was still young enough to turn a pocketful of coppers into silvers.


The streets grew louder and busier the farther south she moved. A hundred faces swam past in the dimly lit alleys, all blotchy red with drink. Halfway to the Tail she paused, wrinkling her nose as she watched a familiar silhouette stumbling through the slowly dispersing crowds. Harlow Finn.


The leader of the Harpies was an impossible man to forget. His spine was so twisted that Nash had to imagine every lurching step must be agony. Then there were the boils. They covered his pale flesh from head to toe. His claim to fame—proof he’d survived his bout with the Borean Death during the plague years. Nash always felt like she could still smell the sickness on him. She bit back a shudder.


Beside Finn, obviously struggling to match his painfully slow pace, was a short, slight figure in a deep purple coat. A woman. How much wine would someone need to guzzle to find herself eager to climb into Harlow Finn’s bed? Nash wondered. Well, she supposed, there was no accounting for taste.


Then the woman turned her head, a finger of lantern light brushing along her cheekbone. Nash slowed to a stop, hiding her face in her collar as the pair picked their way toward the skeletal tangle of naked masts crowding the Harpies’ docks. Nash spent enough time at sea that there weren’t many faces she recognized in this city, but that was definitely one of them. Round and cherubic, but somehow also deadly and sharp. Pale gray eyes cut deep into paler cheeks.


Tana Rafferty. A Kestrel Crown. Not just any Crown—Wyatt Asher’s second-in-command.


Now what in the hell would she be doing skulking around with Harlow Finn at two in the damned morning?


Trying to make her six-foot-tall frame as small as possible, Nash nudged her way past a man emptying his guts into the gutter. There was no way Rafferty was walking out on the Crowns, was there? Asher’s syndicate brought in twice the coin the Harpies did with their fighting pits alone. Besides, as far as Nash knew, the only person to betray Wyatt Asher and survive was Callum Clem.


Rafferty was sharp, but she was no Cal Clem. Asher had to know she was here… but why?


Nash kept her distance, walking a parallel path through the twisting alleys. She paused as the unlikely duo slowed to a stop beside the Undertow, the dice hall just beside the Tail. She leaned one arm against the moldering siding beside her, peering through the misty shadows across the dock.


Finn and Rafferty were clearly in deep conversation. What were they saying? Maybe she could slip down the next dock, come up on the Undertow from the back alley…?


But the moment had already passed.


Rafferty drew a small, weighted pouch from her pocket. Coins. Bigger than coppers, from the looks of it. Nash could almost feel the weight of the small bundle as Rafferty slipped it into Harlow Finn’s waiting claws. It vanished into the ragged folds of the man’s jacket. He limped into the Undertow, leaving Rafferty to slip away with the wind.


Wyatt Asher was paying the Harpies? For what? Since when had anyone but Harlow Finn himself given half a shit about the third syndicate of the Lottery? Unless…


Nash ground her teeth. Dammit. She had hoped not to see that pompous son of a bitch tonight. This was supposed to be a short stopover, a quick detour on her way to bring a fresh shipment of dormire’s blood to the Borean port town of Volkfier.


Maybe it was nothing. She stopped, hovering at the corner of Threader’s Lane. Four alleys left would take her back to the Revenge. She could pretend she hadn’t seen a damned thing, collect her coin from those drugged-up northerners, and get on with her life.…


“Damn it all,” she said, turning right instead. Her Borean friends would have to suffer the weight of a clear mind a little longer.


Smuggling Brillish drugs and third-rate lace might bring in enough coin to keep her out of the gutters, but if the Kestrel Crowns and the Harpies were working together, that had to mean there was a big job in the works. Big jobs meant big money.


And big money was something Cal Clem was going to want to know about.
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Drunken shouts echoed all the way from the docks to the edge of Braider’s Corner as colorful sparks rained down from the sky. Soon, the fireworks would end, and the inns along the southern trade docks would be bursting at the seams with drunken fools in ridiculous costumes. For many, the Festival of Felice was over. For Tristan Beckett, it was just beginning. “Th’ game’s Nobleman’s Luck…” Tristan pushed his voice into a drunken drawl as he collected the cards on the table with deliberate clumsiness. He winked at no one in particular. “Since you lot can hold your wine, I know there ain’t a nobleman among us. We’ll call’t Sailor’s Luck.”


The four men seated around his table chortled appreciatively. Tristan picked up the last four cards, stacking them on top of the deck with carefully crafted indifference. He split the deck lazily in half. “How many’ve you lot are in?”


“Me,” grunted a ruddy-cheeked man wearing a wooden crown. The woman seated on his lap cheered as the other three men agreed.


“A full-table game! That’s what Felice likes t’ see,” Tristan said, making sure to let his voice carry. He reached into his pocket, flicking a dingy silver half onto the table. A bold first wager. The other men hesitated.


“Do I see real coins on this table? Finally,” said a voice with a thick Borean accent.


A tall, slender man sauntered toward their table, parting the smoke like bed curtains. He smiled at the woman on King Drunk’s lap. “Where I come from, a man is not so afraid of risk as these little mice-men from Dresdell, playing with their coppers.”


The woman smiled at the newcomer, eyes running from his messy blond curls to the lean muscles of his chest, peeking out from a half-unbuttoned shirt.


“Mice-men?” King Drunk asked, shooting a concerned look at his companion as she started to toy with her long, dark hair. He reached for his purse so quickly Tristan thought he might throw a shoulder out. No one in the Lottery could say the newcomer, Ivan Rezkoye, wasn’t a professional. In the past few months, Tristan had seen him run this little game a hundred times. Almost often enough to forget the time he’d been the drunken idiot diving for his coins.


Almost.


Tristan shuffled the cards, stacking them in his favor with practiced speed. His hands slipped, crimping the bottom card of the newly stacked deck ever so slightly. He cut the deck, burying the crumpled card in the middle.


“Care t’ cut your luck?” he asked King Drunk.


The man cut without looking, his fingers naturally finding the crimp.


“What are the rules to this game of yours, mouse-man?” Ivan asked, flashing a dazzling grin at the brunette, now halfway off King Drunk’s lap.


King Drunk gave a derisive snort. “What kinda idiot puts down good silver on a game he doesn’t even know?”


“Idiot? Perhaps I am just hoping to get lucky.” Ivan slung the woman another smile. She blushed.


“Ye want a total’ve twelve,” King Drunk said, almost shouting as he tried to keep his companion’s attention. “A king and a dyad is a perfect hand, but a nine and a three’ll work if no one’s got better.”


Ivan tapped his chin, as if in deep thought. “And if no one has twelve?”


“Then you’ll want close to twelve as you can get,” said the brunette. “But no higher.”


Tristan scooped up his cards. Two aces, just as he’d planned.


“Who’s lookin’ for another card?” he asked, holding the deck out, waggling his eyebrows. “C’mon now, the cards’nt gonna take themselves.”


At least one of them had to draw one or his carefully stacked deck wouldn’t be able to save him. But that was what Ivan was there for. Well, partly anyway…


Across the table, Ivan was whispering conspiratorially with the slender brunette, who had now completely removed herself from King Drunk’s lap. Her former comrade ground his teeth in irritation, snatching up another card. Tristan smiled, plucking his planted card from the deck. A Valier stared up at him, the card version of one of the somber guards of the Dresdellan throne, clad all in fading purple ink.


“Last round for bets, yes?” Ivan said. “Come now, do not be shy. I want to buy the lady a cup of stervod.” He swept a golden crescent from his purse and dropped it on the table, looking at the drunk. “The bet is to you, mouse-man.”


“Call me a mouse one more time, blondie,” King Drunk said, slamming a dingy crescent onto the table. Tristan tossed his coin in next, and the last man followed.


Ivan flipped his cards first. Two dyads. Four. A dismal hand.


“That’s what ya bet on?” King Drunk cackled. He flipped his own cards. Eleven.


“Schwachschiss,” Ivan swore in Borean. “You Dresdellans and your pitiful card games.” He pushed himself up from the table. The woman hurried to follow.


“Can’t win ’em all, m’ northern friend,” Tristan called after him.


The third man flipped his cards. An eight and a three.


Tristan tutted. “So close, so close.”


He flipped his winning hand over, watching Ivan finally shake the brunette and stalk away. The Borean pulled a button at the back of his collar. His own invention. A cascade of black fabric flooded over his bloodred shirt. He swept his shoulder-length curls into a bun as he melted away into the crowd, his hawklike eyes already searching for his next table of victims.


“Sorry, fellows,” Tristan said, “looks like Felice was looking out for me that hand.” His voice caught as King Drunk’s hand slammed down on the table.


“Felice, my ass. You’re a fucking cheat.”


Tristan shared a bemused look with the man beside him. “A cheat? How do you figure? You saw me shuffle th’ cards right on the table. You cut th’ deck yourself!”


The third man pointed a wobbly, accusatory finger at the drunk. “Yer just mad you started this game with a crescent and a woman an’ ended with neither.”


Tristan gave an apologetic smile. “That’s just th’ way the cards fell. I’m sorry, my friend. I’ll tell you what—you call the next game. How’s that for fair?” Tristan wiggled the cards in front of the drunk’s face. “What’ll it be? Gildesh Wine Merchant? Maybe a li’l Bobbin Draw?” Before getting stuck here in Carrowwick, Tristan hadn’t known a single one of these card games. After all, cards were the swindler’s pastime, as his father said. But Tristan had always been a quick study. Now he could stack the deck for a hundred games or more.


King Drunk ripped the wooden crown from his head and pushed himself to his feet, his pipe threatening to fall from his cracked lips. “How ’bout we play gut the cheat?”


Tristan laughed, but his heart rate tripled as he caught sight of the steel at the man’s belt. Not a run-of-the-mill sailor. A freebooter. Despite the fact that he was probably moments away from being eviscerated, Tristan couldn’t help but note that it was a little galling to be called a cheat by someone who held up lace merchants for a living. The other men at the table scattered away into the bar, finding new homes at less contentious tables.


“If you find a cheat to gut, let me know,” Tristan said, voice hardening. “Now come on then, fair’s fair.” He looked at the crescent as it disappeared into King Drunk’s fingers again. “Pay up—you can play me for it next game.”


“So you can have another chance t’ cheat me?”


Tristan’s palms were slick with sweat. It wasn’t often he wasn’t able to talk his way out of things. He looked the man up and down. Suddenly he wished he’d picked on a much smaller drunk.


But just then, the man froze. His face paled as his eyes flicked between Tristan and the space just over his left shoulder. He cast the crescent back onto the table.


“I see wha’ this is,” he grumbled. “Take your damned gold.”


Tristan let out a breath as the man ambled away. “Well, you certainly took your sweet time getting here.”


Ryia leaned against the rotted wooden pillar behind him, picking nonexistent dirt from her fingernails with the blade of one of her hatchets. The distinctive weapon announced her reputation to anyone too foolish to know who they were dealing with. The Butcher of Carrowwick.


“Oh, fuck off. Sometimes I have better things to do than beat up little boys for you.” Her voice was raspy and melodic, like a summer wind sweeping through tall grasses. She stalked across the room, stopping just in front of him.


“Let me guess… drinking your weight in Edalish ale?” he asked.


“I’ll have you know I was on very important business for our dear friend tonight,” she said, stroking a finger along Tristan’s jawline. He jumped. Not one of her fingers.


He ducked away from the severed digit. “You’re disgusting, did you know that?” She just gave her usual wicked grin. Tristan looked warily toward the finger, now bouncing back and forth between Ryia’s hands. “Whose is that, anyway?”


“Someone who was a royal pain in Clem’s ass,” she said cheekily.


Tristan rolled his eyes, scooping the mound of coins into the purse tied on his belt. “It’s a good thing your axes are sharper than your jokes.”


Ryia raised her left hand, crossing the first two fingers. She was strangely familiar with the vulgar gestures of the middle kingdoms for a Brillish girl… then again, Ryia was familiar with vulgarity of every sort.


Her eyes flicked to his purse. “How much you bring in tonight? Enough to keep Clem’s dogs at bay?”


“You tell me,” he said, trying and failing to hide his bitterness. “You’re his prized pup, aren’t you?”


Ryia just smirked, clearly unfazed by the accusation. But of course she wouldn’t be upset. She might even be proud. After all, she had chosen this life. She hadn’t been roped in and scarred with the Saints’ brand against her will like Tristan had—she’d volunteered to be Clem’s strongman. To spend the rest of her days shaking down and carving up anyone who got on the Snake’s bad side. Sure, there were plenty of gutter rats in this city who gladly signed right up, but Ryia, whatever she was, wherever she had come from, was no gutter rat. Tristan would never understand how she had come to decide the Saints’ life was the one for her.


He picked up the cards and gave them a lazy shuffle, peering around the bar. “Now that my muscle has decided to show herself, I can take enough risks to make more than a few crescents.”


Ryia shook her head, picking her teeth with her tongue. “No deal. I’ve got to see Clem.”


“I’m sure he can wait a few hours to see that horrific trophy of yours,” Tristan protested, glancing toward the pocket the severed finger had disappeared into.


She pursed her lips, the scar along her left jawbone puckering as she pulled something small and iron from her cloak. “That’s not all I need to show him.” She tossed the thing to Tristan.


A coin, about the size of a copper. He flipped it over in his hand, running a thumb over the poorly engraved mark before looking grimly back to Ryia. “Oh, for Adalina’s sake… Clem’s not going to like this.”
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A gust of wind buffeted Ryia’s face as she stepped outside the Miscreants’ Temple. It was moist. Warm. Like breathing air directly from a street dog’s mouth.


“I wish autumn would hurry its ass up already,” she griped, slogging through the gutter.


“Summer just started.” Tristan looked at her sideways, sweeping his dark hair out of his eyes. “Maybe if you didn’t insist on wearing long sleeves, you wouldn’t hate it so much. Or smell so bad.” He gave an overdramatic wince as Ryia punched him in the arm. “Besides, I thought you folks from Briel were tough in the heat. Isn’t it like this year round down there?”


Ryia fiddled with the intricately carved namestone around her neck. The mark of any citizen of the kingdom of Briel, some two thousand miles to the south. “Maybe down in Safrona. It was drier than Rolf’s breakfast bread where I grew up.”


Not completely false. Also not strictly true. Just like most things she said.


Tristan chortled as they wove their way toward the slipshod row houses lining the southernmost wall of the city. “That bread really is awful.”


“So are Dresdellan summers.”


Tristan shot her a crooked grin. “I’m not the one who told you to come here—I’m sure there’s plenty of need for a butcher up in Boreas.”


“Oh, there was. You should hear what they call me up there.”


Tristan laughed. Ryia didn’t. The three months she had spent in Brünhavert had been the most miserably cold, windy months of her life. She had honestly been relieved when the Guildmaster’s smirking Disciples had tracked her down that time.


“Wait, are you ser—” Tristan started.


“Shh.” Ryia flung out an arm, catching him in the chest.


“Ow—what was that f—”


“I heard something,” Ryia said, shrinking back a step, nostrils flaring.


“So what? There’s a party going on. Did no one tell you?” Tristan teased. But all the color drained from his skinny face at the hiss of voices on the adjacent street.


“I’m afraid I don’t understand the problem, Mr. Griffith,” said the first voice. Calm, measured, and cold. A scalpel slicing through flesh.


Callum Clem.


Ryia glanced at Tristan, now pressing his back into the building behind him like he was hoping to fall through to the other side. Given his penchant for corporal punishment and his unpredictable nature, there probably wasn’t anyone alive who really liked Clem… but Tristan hated him.


Not surprising, since Clem had nearly gutted him the night they met. Only someone very young or green as a clover field would have been stupid enough to try to cheat Clem so brazenly. Tristan had obviously been both. It honestly begged the question how he’d survived the past sixteen years at all.


As for Ryia? Well, she had worked with some pretty nasty sons of bitches in her years on the run. Highwaymen, assassins, and thieves, the lot of them. Clem was probably the slyest, most calculating man she’d ever worked for, but there was a strange sort of comfort in that. After all, she would need to run some calculations herself to stay hidden from the Guildmaster. It had been almost a year since his Disciples had last sent her running, but they would track her down eventually. Sometimes they showed up in her newest city before she had so much as taken off her coat, metaphorically speaking. Sometimes she was able to eke out a life for a few years before they came to break down her door, but no matter how well she hid or how far she ran, they always found her.


It was maddening the way that asshole could follow a trail that wasn’t there. Someday she would learn his secret and be free of him forever… or she’d just lop his hairless head from his shoulders and be done with it. Either way was fine with her.


Pushing daydreams of a gloriously headless Guildmaster from her mind, Ryia edged forward. She peered around the corner. Four shadows split the street beyond. Clem stood on the right, alone on the cobblestones. He was not a tall man, nor was he particularly large, but his ego made up for all that. His hollowed cheekbones and hooked nose stood out sharply in profile, his short blond hair almost silver in the moonlight. As always, he looked like he had dressed for a dinner party. Fancy clothes, impractical shoes. Probably just another show of confidence—unable to run, but unconcerned. After all, Callum Clem would never run from anything.


“Of course you don’t understand the problem,” sniped the ratlike man on the left, presumably Mr. Griffith. He was flanked by two beefy-looking bodyguards. “I know the way your kind operate. It’s why your little operation is circling the drain at the moment. Your Saints have been asking for a comeuppance for years, and now you’ve gotten it.”


A smile crept up Clem’s face. It was cold, laced with a hunger that had always been there but had grown more and more pronounced every day since the fall of the Foxhole.


“Is that so, Mr. Griffith?” He scratched his chin with one immaculate finger. “If you have such a poor opinion of my… associates, it begs the question why you agreed to do business with us in the first place. You signed the contract, yes?”


Griffith clenched his fists. “Well, yes, I signed the—”


“Then I’m afraid I can’t help you. We’ve done our part. I expect five hundred crescents added to the Saints’ coffers by the end of the week, or I’ll have to arrange a little meeting for you with my Butcher.”


“Looks like I’ll have to check my schedule, eh?” Ryia whispered, nudging Tristan.


Misbehaving Saints, business partners gone wrong, rival gang members caught in the wrong alley… it was Ryia’s job to deal with them all. It didn’t make her very popular… unless infamy counted. Ryia liked to think it did. Tristan just looked vaguely ill.


Ryia’s nostrils exploded with the raw scent of danger as Griffith snapped once and four silhouettes became six.


The new shadows in the alley were dark robed and solemn. Adept Kinetics. Tristan flinched as they grabbed Clem by the arms, hauling him off the ground with inhuman strength and speed. Their faces remained completely expressionless as they reared back, slamming him against the darkened shop window behind him. There was a reason Adept Kinetics were so expensive. A reason why the men who owned them reigned supreme in their respective corners of the world. Ryia curled her lip as she silently weighed the word. Owned.


The Kinetics’ arms held steady, unyielding as stone as they ground Clem into the glass pane behind him. The Guildmaster’s Kinetic Disciples were by far the strongest Kinetics in Thamorr, but even the weaker, brainwashed ones, like these two, were pretty damned unbeatable. They moved faster than the human eye and were stronger than a dozen oxen. They had appeared in the alley, seemingly out of thin air. Had lifted Clem like he weighed no more than a single leaf of parchment. It was almost impossible for anyone untouched by the mysterious magic of the Adept to face one and live. In the days before they had been broken and enslaved, Adept had ruled the world. It wasn’t hard to see why.


“You shouldn’t have come alone, Callum,” said Griffith, tightening his fist. The Kinetics mimicked the motion obediently, grabbing Clem by the throat and squeezing. One face was female, the other male. Both were blank and passionless. “Your cockiness has always been your undoing. I’m sure Asher in particular will appreciate the irony.”


Ryia reached for her hatchets, cracking her neck. Why did Clem insist on walking these streets by himself? Until recently, his reputation had been his armor. But now? Clearly things had changed with how far the Saints had fallen.


Words and bluster couldn’t save him from the death blow of a Kinetic.


“Wait,” Tristan whispered, grabbing her forearm. His face was white.


Ryia nudged him. “I know you hate the man, but my gold comes from his pockets.”


“No,” Tristan said. “Look. He’s smiling.”


Ryia could see the serpentine curl of Clem’s lips from here, even as a trickle of blood spilled from between them, his face reddening. Clem nodded toward the Kinetics holding him.


“Yours?”


Griffith blinked. “They belong to the company.”


Clem’s smile widened. “Do you have the blood?”


“Do I… what?”


“I wasn’t talking to you, Mr. Griffith.”


Griffith’s bodyguards suddenly stepped forward. One struck a match, lighting a fast-burning torch, while the other drew a short metal rod from his coat sleeve. A branding iron.


Ryia froze, teeth clenched as she watched. One guard heated the iron while the other pulled a small container from his pocket.


“What are you doing?” Griffith’s voice grew half an octave higher with each word as he lunged for his guards—about as effective as a puppy nipping at a horse’s hooves.


“You see, Mr. Griffith, I did not come alone. You did. These are not your men, as you just noted—they are the company’s men.”


“My company.”


“Not anymore.”


The branding iron hissed as one guard dipped it into the liquid filling the container. Blood—Clem’s blood. The guard stepped forward. He hesitated… then pressed the brand into the first Kinetic’s cheek. The Adept fighter blinked as Clem’s blood ran down her face, working itself into the new burn on her cheek, then immediately released her grip.


The other Adept followed suit as soon as he was marked, lowering Clem to the ground and falling, dead-eyed, to attention, now ready to obey Clem instead of this Mr. Griffith.


“Hayworth does not seem to share your low opinion of me, Mr. Griffith. We have made an arrangement. As of this morning, the majority stake in Hackle Holdings belongs to me. As a responsible investor, I can’t possibly allow you to continue to head the company.” Clem shook out his long, thin arms and took a step forward. “You know… I heard a rumor you signed a deal with the Saints of the Wharf, is that correct?” He tutted in mock disapproval. “Common street gangs… I think Hackle is better than that, don’t you?”


“But I… but you…,” Griffith sputtered, looking around the empty street for help and finding none.


“Goodbye, Mr. Griffith.” A mad breed of joy danced in Clem’s silver-blue eyes as he snapped his fingers.


Tristan hid his face in his hands as the Kinetics sprang to action, but Ryia didn’t look away. They moved with quick, efficient brutality, motions blurred like those of a dragonfly’s wings as they went about their bloody business. They were unarmed, but they didn’t need weapons to get the job done. Bones cracked like twigs under their hands. Their unnaturally sharp nails cut through flesh like hot piss cut through fresh snow. In an instant, poor Mr. Griffith lay on the ground in pieces.


“Get someone to clean that up,” Clem said, dismissing the Hackle Holdings guards and his new Kinetics. He stepped neatly over a pile of tangled intestines as Ryia rounded the corner. “Did you enjoy the show, Butcher?”


He greeted her without looking up. Sometimes Ryia swore he was a Senser, somehow escaped from the Guildmaster’s mysterious spell. But she knew that was bullshit. There was only one free Adept in all of Thamorr. She should know.


Not that living her entire life with one eye over her shoulder really counted as “freedom.” No matter where she ran, she always felt like she was a fly caught in the Guildmaster’s infinite web, just waiting for him to finally scuttle across the map to devour her.


“It didn’t look like you needed my help.”


Clem inspected the hem of his emerald coat for blood. “I do hope you’ve come with good news.”


“Not exactly.”


His thin lips curved, forming either a grimace or a smile. Of the two expressions, the grimace was far less dangerous. “Don’t tell me my Butcher has been bested by that odious creature.”


“Hardly. You’ll be getting your payments from that prick, don’t worry.” She tossed the finger to him. “And I’ve left him with a nice reminder of our time together. Should send a pretty clear message.”


Clem examined the severed finger with mild interest, pocketing it as though it were as ordinary as a pen. “Good.” He dusted off his trousers, carefully shined shoes reflecting the moonlight. “But that’s not why you’re here.”


Ryia drew back her hood, letting her inky ponytail fall over one shoulder. “No, it’s not.” She pulled the Crowns’ coin from her pocket, turning the stamped side toward Clem.


A muscle in his jaw twitched. “We should speak in private. Feel free to bring your shadow with you,” he said, indicating the corner where Tristan was still lurking out of sight.


The Snake of the Southern Dock didn’t wait to see if Tristan and Ryia were in tow as he turned, making his way toward the Saints’ row house.





THE GROUP of Saints drinking in the foyer of the row house cleared out the instant Clem opened the door. He didn’t seem to notice or care, walking past the Saints’ cook, Rolf, as he grabbed the cups off the table and disappeared into the kitchen. “Wait upstairs,” Clem said, vanishing down the long front hall without another word.


Tristan shot Ryia a horrified look, and she grinned, mounting the rickety wooden stairs and winding her way up to Clem’s apartment.


Ryia reached out to open the door, but someone inside beat her to the punch.


“Well, if it isn’t the infamous Butcher of Carrowwick,” grumbled a familiar voice. Ryia raised her eyes several inches to meet Nash’s gaze. “Shouldn’t you be out dismembering someone?”


“Shouldn’t you be out stealing someone’s hard-earned gold?”


“Excuse me, I don’t steal gold,” Nash said.


“No, just ships.”


“I haven’t stolen a ship in months,” she replied. “Although there is this beautiful little cog on the southeastern dock. Right next to the textile quarter…”


“There it is.” Ryia mounted the last step, patting Nash on the shoulder.


Nash shrugged out of reach. “Don’t get familiar. Get too close and I might have to show you what these can do.” She bared her teeth, showing off her razor-sharp canines.


“Don’t tease me like that. You know you’re just my type.”


Nash rolled her eyes. Her brow furrowed as her gaze fell on Tristan. “And who the hell are you?”


“That’s a damned good question,” Ryia said, chuckling. “What’s it going to be today? An ex-pirate? Maybe a Gildesh merchant’s bastard son?”


Color returned to Tristan’s face for the first time since the alley. “Today I think I’ll be a runaway Borean medev guard,” he said, naming the mysterious fighting force of the northernmost kingdom in Thamorr. “What can I say? The celibate life just wasn’t for me.”


“That’s not what I’ve heard,” Ryia joked.


Nash chortled, and Tristan gave her a sarcastic glare.


The truth was, no one really knew where Tristan had come from. Maybe one of his increasingly elaborate lies had been the real story, maybe not. It didn’t really matter anymore. He wore Clem’s brand now. It might not be quite as effective as the Adept’s blood-brands… but it would still give anyone who came across the boy a good idea of who they could sell him back to. He wouldn’t be leaving Carrowwick for a long, long time, that was certain.


“What are you doing here, anyways?” Nash asked, looking her up and down suspiciously.


Ryia scoffed. “Don’t worry, the Snake’s all yours.” She pulled the battered iron coin from her pocket, flashing its kestrel skull at her in the dim light of the stairwell.


“Didn’t realize you were looking to hire out your dirty work,” Nash teased.


Ryia shot Nash a glare. She wasn’t exactly afraid of Clem, but it was just asking for trouble to joke about working for Wyatt Asher under this roof. The Kestrel Crowns were the Saints’ biggest rivals in the Lottery, after all.


“Where’d you find it?”


“On Efrain Althea.”


Nash let out a low whistle. “Well, that explains a hell of a lot.”


“Don’t know about a lot, but it explains the Foxhole for sure,” Ryia said.


As shoddy as the iron coins looked, the Kestrel Crowns didn’t hand them out lightly. Each coin won its holder a favor—usually the convenient, untimely death of some rival or enemy. And each one had to be earned by doing the Crowns a favor in return… such as orchestrating the downfall of the Saints’ most profitable gambling hall.


“Looks like Asher’s going in for the kill,” Tristan said. “Why now?”


“Don’t ask me,” Ryia said.


“I don’t have to ask you,” said Nash.


“How could I forget? Nash the infamous smuggler knows all.”


“Of course I do. Why do you think I’m here?”


Ryia gave her a wink. “The usual reason?”


“Oh fuck off,” said Nash.


The smuggler had survived Clem longer than most—almost a decade, last Ryia had heard. Rumor had it there was a reason for that. Of course, there were worse ways to buy protection in the Lottery than sleeping with a syndicate lord, but still, the idea of being in the same room as a naked Callum Clem made her skin crawl. Then again, she had never really seen the appeal of naked men at all.


Ryia sauntered past Nash into the apartment. She had seen Clem’s personal chambers dozens of times over the past year, but they never failed to simultaneously awe and repulse her. However run-down the rest of the row house might look, this room left no doubt that the man who lived here was someone of importance.


Or at least thought he was.


Plush rugs nearly as fine as the ones she’d seen inside Prince Efrain Althea’s room covered the floor, and the walls were lined with cherry-wood bookshelves that had to be of Gildesh make. A disgustingly gaudy gold-and-crystal chandelier hung over the center of the room, casting its yellowish light over the otherwise dim chamber. Ryia peered up at it, wondering briefly who lit all those candles every day. And why? One of these days, the whole south row was going to go up in flames because of Clem’s obsession with his fucking chandelier.


But trying to understand anything Callum Clem did was a recipe for madness. He read like an old poem; everything could be expected to have three meanings or none at all.


The Snake swept into the room like a frigid wave. The smell of chamomile flooded Ryia’s nostrils as Ivan Rezkoye strode in behind him, his shirt half-unbuttoned, blond hair spilling onto his lithe shoulders. If he was surprised to find a whole host of people in Clem’s sitting room, he gave no sign of it. Of course, when Ivan wasn’t working, his face rarely gave a sign of anything at all.


“Let me see that coin,” said Clem.


Ryia flicked it to him with her thumb. He caught it mid-step without flinching, flipping it over twice in his palm before handing it to Ivan.


The Saints’ chief forger held the coin up to the light of the chandelier, spinning it back and forth, running his fingers over the rough-hammered edges. He held it close to one vivid green eye, inspecting the symbol stamped onto the back.


“It is genuine.”


“Are you sure?” Clem asked.


Ivan bristled slightly. “It is my job to be sure. Besides, exactly what kind of dummklav would forge one of these coins? It would be suicide.”


“It would seem that with the Harpies in his back pocket, my dear old friend has decided to make a play for the Lottery,” Clem said.


Nash’s jaw dropped before she could catch herself. “You already knew?”


For as long as Ryia had been in Carrowwick, the Harpies had been pretty harmless, dealing mostly in whores and keeping to themselves. But now they’d chosen sides… just in time for the Saints’ downfall. That was no coincidence. What had Wyatt Asher promised them?


Clem traded his emerald coat for a burgundy dressing gown and settled into one of his chairs, his manicured fingers steepled in thought. His eyes pulsed with intensity—a thinly veiled madness that had caught flame alongside the Foxhole and had only grown steadily clearer in the days since. “It appears we have cause to remind everyone who rules these docks.”
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