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Chapter One

	 

	 

	WITH HER CLOAK pulled tight, Myrrh hunches over the pommel of her saddle to guard her body from the rain. She keeps her elbows tucked close to her sides, the reins hanging loose from her hand. Unfortunately, her efforts are largely pointless; everything she owns is already soaked. Worse, the rain in the Crags region isn’t the lukewarm spittle that falls in Ostgard but rather a frigid, never-ending shower. 

	At least they’re almost done with this sixing pox of a journey. A short ride ahead and hazed by the constant, miserable drizzle, Craghold’s gray walls rise starkly from a cliff top. At intervals along the tops of the walls, fires burn in massive iron baskets. Myrrh shakes her head. What’s the use? The heat from the fires can’t possibly reach more than a few paces in this awful damp, and the guards patrolling the wall don’t seem to linger near the blazes.

	Behind her, Nab looks like a drowned kitten atop his pony. Or at least he did last time she checked. Whenever she glances back at him, he snarls, so she’s largely been ignoring him. With Warrell bringing up the rear of their small party and Glint’s assassin, Mink—disguised as a lady’s maid—riding in front, Myrrh doesn’t have to worry about the boy’s safety. Besides, Noble is dead, and the seething underworld of Ostgard lies a five day’s ride behind them. The biggest danger this close to Craghold seems to be the occasional pinecone thrown by an angry squirrel.

	Provided she solves the problem with the Death Cloak, that is.

	A fortnight: that’s how long she has to track down what happened to Hawk while he was locked in Craghold’s dungeon. Sometime during his imprisonment, his spirit was severed from his body, creating a gateway through which a Death Cloak can enter the world and hunt down Hawk’s friends and acquaintances. To close the portal and banish the Death Cloak, she needs to either murder Hawk—not an option as far as she’s concerned—or return his soul to his body.

	Technically, Myrrh, you had a fortnight, she thinks. Five days have already passed during their journey, and the return trip will take at least four more. Before leaving, she managed to persuade Sapphire, the proprietor of Rat Town’s preeminent gambling hall, to take over the administration of Ghost syndicate. Sapphire’s conditions were unwavering. Fourteen days. Maximum. And each one is costing Myrrh a precious ruby.

	This investigation needs to happen fast.

	That’s just as well, though, since Myrrh doesn’t know how long she has before the Death Cloak finds her and Nab. She bought some time by having Hawk sent far away from Ostgard and the people the Cloak would otherwise hunt. But that won’t stop the Cloak for good.

	Before reaching Craghold, the road passes through Pineshadow, the town that huddles beneath the fortress’s cliff. Low-slung stone buildings squat beneath roofs of thick thatch, tendrils of smoke rising from their chimneys. Most of the homes have slate doorsteps and small gardens out back. A few pigs wallow in the thick mud of their pens.

	A single inn presides over the settlement, its windows cheery with light, a placard outside announcing its name as the Stalwart Pony. The smell of roasting meat makes Myrrh’s stomach growl. As they pass the establishment, the squelching sound made by the hooves of Nab’s pony veers toward the inn’s shingled awning and the promise of food.

	She turns a hard stare on him, then shakes her head.

	“Oh, come on,” he says, swinging the reins in frustration. “Just for a little while? Maybe the rain will stop while we eat.” 

	His pony snorts and tosses her head, protesting Nab’s inadvertent tugs against the bit.

	“We’re almost there,” Myrrh says. “And you’re enough of a merchant’s son to avoid such common establishments where possible, right?”

	“But I—”

	“Right?” She raises her voice just a bit.

	“Oh fine.” 

	Dejected, Nab nudges his pony back into line. It was his choice to come on this trip, and he agreed to play the part of her little brother. Or rather, the part of Ava’s little brother. Clad in merchant’s finery, a velvet dress that gets incredibly clammy when wet, Myrrh is pretending once again to be Glint’s wealthy fiancée. Mink is playing the part of her lady’s maid, and Warrell, her bodyguard. As long as nobody steals anything—or at least, as long as nobody gets caught—they should weather this stay at Craghold with minimal difficulty.

	Unfortunately, that means reminding Nab over and over about the part he’s supposed to be playing.

	It also means hiding her emotions when she speaks about her engagement to Glint. Back when they were flirting and enjoying one another’s company, it was easy to pretend about the betrothal. But since his recent letter, which informed her of “changes” to their relationship, it’s become much more difficult. Just the thought of his words brings an angry flush to her cheeks, and she closes her eyes to push it away. This isn’t the time to be distracted.

	At the far edge of town, the road turns and cuts through a dark evergreen forest until it reaches the base of Craghold’s escarpment. There, a footpath makes a treacherous switchbacking ascent to the fortress walls. The trail is too narrow to accommodate horses, so they turn to follow the road along the foot of the cliff until a branch cuts up and through a narrow gorge between rock walls. On the rim above, empty guard towers stand like forlorn soldiers. When Glint’s family still lived in Craghold, the towers were likely manned at all times. Now, there’s little within the fortress walls to defend. Just a few tapestries, some silverware, and dust.

	And secrets. 

	Though from below, the fortress seems to sit on top of the world, once atop the cliff, a flat bench extends back to a jagged stone ridge that scratches the clouds. Through breaks in the trees, Myrrh glimpses swirls of mist curling through buttresses and spires. Curtains of rain march across the terrain, sweeping down to add to their misery.

	She sighs. Having spent one night in a Craghold bedchamber when she and the Scythe came to free Hawk, she knows the stone walls won’t do much to blunt the damp chill—though curling right on the hearth will help some. And at least there will be a roof over their heads.

	The horses plod along the final stretch of road, trudging through mud mixed with fallen pine needles and small stones. At last, the small party pulls up in front of Craghold. Heavy wooden gates block passage through the wall, and there are no sentries outside. Warrell nudges his mount forward and stands in the stirrups, using his hand to shade his eyes from rain as he cranes his neck to search the top of the wall.

	“Hey! We need someone to open the gate for Mistress Ava!” he shouts.

	No one answers. Myrrh shifts in her saddle and adjusts the fall of her cloak over her mount’s hindquarters. Last time she was here, the Scythe simply called her Mistress, mentioning her acquaintance with the young master. The fact that neither of their names was used seemed an artful dodge at the time. Now she wonders whether the inhabitants of the fortress have any idea who this Mistress Ava is supposed to be.

	“Mention I’m Dominic’s fiancée,” she mutters.

	“I don’t suggest you allow Master Dominic’s betrothed to sit in the rain any longer than you already have,” he calls. 

	Still, the heavy gate remains closed. Beside it, a small door also provides passage through the wall for foot traffic. Myrrh catches a hint of movement behind a small grate of iron bars that allows fortress guards to peer out. The shadow quickly vanishes.

	Rolling her eyes, she swings a leg over her mount and clambers down from the saddle.

	She stomps over to the door and presses her face to the grate. Beyond, she can see the corner of the keep, part of the kitchens, and the slanted roof of the stables. The inner bailey seems deserted. 

	“You should have received a pigeon,” she calls. “Kindly let us in now, and I may be persuaded to forget this delay. Otherwise, I will be forced to inform Master Dominic of the rude treatment I endured.”

	She hears hissed words coming from inside the courtyard. Still, no one moves to answer the call.

	She glances back at her companions. Warrell shrugs, dismounts, and joins her at the door. He pounds on it with a meaty fist. When there’s still no response, he slams his shoulder against the wood, but the door appears to be securely barred on the other side.

	Another flicker of movement catches Myrrh’s eye, this time from atop the wall. She steps back and peers up, the hood of her cloak keeping most of the rain out of her eyes.

	Above, a guard peers over the low stone railing atop the wall. He stares down at her impassively.

	“Well?” she asks.

	He doesn’t respond, not even to shake his head. That’s when she notices the strung short bow clutched in one mail-armored fist.

	Mink bursts into motion, her horse shying as a pair of throwing knives abruptly appear in her hands. The woman sits easily in her shifting saddle, scarcely moving as the horse prances beneath her. She narrows her eyes, taking careful aim at the guard.

	“Wait,” Myrrh says, shooting out an arm to stop her from skewering the man through the throat. “Let’s move back and discuss this.”

	Mink seems hesitant.

	“He could have shot already,” Myrrh whispers as she slips back to her horse. “It’s a threat, nothing more. We came here for a reason, and trying to gain entrance to Craghold by force will only make the task harder. Not to mention it will destroy our disguise.” She glances at Mink’s knives. “If we haven’t already blown that.”

	Mink takes a deep breath as she considers. “Fine,” she mutters. One of the knives vanishes into a fold of her clothing, but the other remains in her grip as she gathers her reins. Clucking to her mount, she wheels the gelding around.

	Myrrh nods as she jabs a foot through the stirrup and swings up to a seat. “I’ll return shortly,” she calls up to the guard. “And no one inside this fortress will be happy when I do.”

	She hisses and widens her eyes at Nab, who is still staring at the gate as if he could open it with the force of his hunger. With a sigh, he slumps his shoulders and thumps his heels against his pony’s ribs.

	“Guess you get your wish,” she mutters. “We’ll see what fine cut of meat they’re roasting in the inn after all.”

	***

	“So do I pretend to be a snobby merchant kid or not?” Nab asks as they dismount and loop their reins over the hitching rail beneath the inn’s awning. “Because I don’t want to get kicked out before I get something to eat.”

	Myrrh runs a hand down her mare’s neck, squeezing a stream of water from the fur. A meal will be nice, but she’s more concerned about getting under a roof. Evening is quickly approaching. “How about you pretend you haven’t learned how to talk yet? Probably more pleasant for all of us.”

	“Hey!”

	She smirks. “I mean it though. We don’t know what’s going on in Craghold. It’s possible we could receive the same treatment down here if they figure out who we are—or who we’re pretending to be, rather. We should answer as few questions as possible while gathering any information we can.”

	Nabs eyes widen in panic. “You don’t think they’ll refuse to feed us, do you?”

	Myrrh pushes the hood of her cloak off her hair, then shakes her head. “I think we’ll be all right if we don’t make a point of introducing ourselves. We’re simple travelers, okay? If someone asks directly, we’ll say I have family friends in one of the nearby fiefdoms, and I’m on my way to see them. But after a week of riding in the rain, I need a few days to dry out. My father is hoping I’ll catch the eye of a certain young lord, and I certainly won’t make my best impression if I come in sopping wet and grumpy.”

	“Not sure a week is going to undo the fact that you inherited your mother’s looks,” Nab says, lips twitching as he struggles to keep a straight face. “Unless maybe this lord fancies girls that are half-donkey.”

	Warrell steps close to the boy, making as if to rough him up for the comment.

	“It’s okay, Warrell,” Myrrh says. “Nab’s just mad because I said he can’t have any dessert.”

	“Wait, when did you say that?” Nab asks. 

	“Just now.” She casts him a sweet smile.

	Warrell chuckles. “I’ll go in and see about a stablehand to help with the mounts.”

	Myrrh nods. “And someone to carry my trunks.”

	Slung over her mount’s hindquarters like panniers, a pair of hard leather cases holds Myrrh’s spare clothing, a couple lockboxes with a hefty sum in coin, and the stash of Haava substances she inherited from the dead rogue, Rattle. 

	It was a risk to bring them, but she wasn’t sure what else to do with the collection of vials, packets of dried leaf, and lumps of resin. Just the supply of glimmer Rattle owned would be enough to set a thief up with high-class accommodations for a year, and the packets of etch leaf would do even better. She hasn’t yet identified the other three compounds that were tucked inside Rattle’s ironbound chest, much less what a safe dosage might be. In the case of the little vials filled with translucent crystals, she isn’t even sure how one would go about using them. Regardless, between the Haava compounds and the rubies sewed into the hems of her dress, she’s traveling around with a small fortune.

	She’d planned on having solid stone walls and Craghold’s small guard force to protect her treasure. Now, it seems she’ll have to be even more careful to keep an eye on it.

	Warrell disappears through the pinewood door while Myrrh and the others begin unstrapping their saddlebags. Seeming relieved to be out of the rain, the horses stand with heads down, their breath steaming. After just a few minutes, the big man returns, followed by a pair of adolescent boys wearing oiled-leather ponchos over their clothing.

	“Innkeep says there are three rooms free, Mistress,” he says. “He’s having a fire built to heat water for your bath.”

	A shiver of anticipation crawls across Myrrh’s skin. The thought of actually getting warm almost makes her forget her trunks. She casts the man a grateful look. Warrell might be a Rat Towner through and through, but he’s clearly landed enough gigs in Ostgard’s wealthier districts to learn how the merchant class does things. And the fact that he used their disguise as an excuse to do something nice for her makes her even fonder of the man.

	The taller of the two boys approaches the far end of the railing where Warrell’s horse is hitched. With a few whispered words, he unwraps the reins from the rail and leads the animal toward the side of the building. Before he turns the corner, he pauses and glances back.

	“No oats, I’m afraid, Sire. We have good hay though. No damp or mold in it.”

	“That’ll be fine, lad,” Warrell says. “Just make sure they each get groomed down.”

	The boy touches his forehead before tugging his poncho’s hood forward and continuing on.

	Meanwhile, the other lad has Nab’s panniers slung over his shoulder. Propping the door open with his foot, he holds his hand out for Mink’s saddlebags. The assassin scoffs, then seems to remember her disguise. No self-respecting lady’s maid would refuse the offer to have her things carried. Spine rigid, she contorts her face into an approximation of a smile and hands over her bags. At least they don’t clank. If they are as full of knives as Mink’s clothing seems to be, the woman has padded them well.

	When the boy finally reaches for Myrrh’s small trunks, she remains close, following just a pace behind as he steps through the door. 

	The inn’s common room is humble but clean with two long trestle tables for the serving of meals. A few patrons sit close to the ends of the tables nearest the crackling hearth, sucking down ale and digging into some sort of stew. Sconced in a heavy iron ring that hangs from the ceiling by a chain, candles flicker and drip wax onto the floor and tables below.

	As the party enters the common room and gathers by the door, the patrons throw them chilly glances, hunching farther over their mugs of ale. Myrrh glances around for the innkeeper, but he seems to have disappeared already, displaying an uncustomary lack of hospitality. But despite the fact that it seems they aren’t very welcome here, they have been given rooms. With nowhere else to go for the night, they’ll have to just ignore the poor reception.

	As the boy makes for the stairs with her luggage, she lays a hand on his shoulder.

	“It’s all right,” she says. “I’ll have my guardsman take them from here.”

	The boy’s shoulders sag, but he quickly hitches them up in an attempt to hide his disappointment.

	“Wait,” Myrrh says as he starts his escape toward the kitchen. She fishes a pair of copper coins from the small purse hung by its drawstring from her shoulder. “For your trouble.” 

	Myrrh sighs when his eyes widen. She’d hoped to warm the mood in the room, but apparently that was too much of a tip. At least she can afford it now, thanks to Rattle’s demise and the small allowance she takes from Ghost syndicate’s coffers.

	“Your room’s the first door on the right,” the boy says, pointing up the stairs.

	The bedchamber is plainly furnished with a polished piece of brass hung on the wall for a mirror. A tub stands in the corner, still waiting for the delivery of hot water. Warrell deposits the trunks on the uneven floorboards and starts to retreat. 

	“One more favor, if you don’t mind,” Myrrh says, glancing at the simple table near the bedside. Just two chairs stand beside it.

	“Sure. As long as you don’t want me to ride back up to Craghold tonight.”

	“Can you ask the innkeeper if we could have our supper delivered to my room? We need to talk; I can wait to bathe until later.” She glances at the table. “And bring one more chair.”

	“Just one?”

	“It will be Nab’s big chance to eat on the floor without getting scolded.”

	Warrell snorts. “Little things, huh?”

	“Better than giving him any real privileges, right?”

	


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	AFTER SHUTTING THE door, Myrrh strips off her sodden dress and hangs it on an iron hook fixed to the wall. She slips into her thief’s woolens, then flops on the bed to wait for the others to arrive. Pulling a couple folded slips of paper from her pocket, she rereads the first. 

	 

	All’s well. Job is too much sixing work though. Hurry back.

	-S

	 

	As part of her arrangement with Sapphire, the woman was to send messages via pigeon for Myrrh to pick up during her travels. If any major emergency were to befall Ghost syndicate, Myrrh planned to abandon this investigation and return. So far, she’s only received the single message. She expected to pick up more from the keeper of the birds in Craghold, but it seems that might be more difficult now. She sighs and tucks the paper away. 

	She’s been carrying the other message longer, the paper kept close since she found it slipped beneath her door the day before she left Ostgard.

	 

	Myrrh,

	This is perhaps one of the most difficult letters I’ve ever written. I don’t know where to start besides to say that I’ve been arrogant. Since the moment I struck out on my own, abandoning my family name and inheritance, I have taken pride in my ability to take what I want. I built a sea-trading empire, modest though it was, before I turned twenty. When I returned to Ostgard, I started with nothing and gathered what is arguably the most powerful syndicate of thieves the city has known. Now I’m poised to take over rule of the city itself, all without relying on the strength of my father’s name or fortune.

	The only thing keeping me from a single-minded focus on this conquest is you. And you are also the single thing I have wanted but couldn’t simply take.

	Moreover, since I first pulled you out of Rat Town, I seem to have caused you nothing but trouble. I tried to tell myself that although I’ve made life difficult for you lately, I did rescue you a couple times to make up for it.

	It’s no excuse. You have your own criminal empire now. You don’t need me complicating your situation.

	Tomorrow, I plan to tell the city council that my beautiful fiancée Ava has abandoned me for another. The declaration may cause difficulty for my bid for the Maire’s seat, but I believe it will be more surmountable than the constant need to explain the rarity of my beloved’s appearances, and later, to provide reasons for the ongoing delay in our union.

	I realize we still have a few entanglements. Your visit to Craghold, our mutual interest in curing Hawk, and my investigation into the nature of the compounds you received from Rattle’s stash. I propose we pursue those affairs with the utmost professionalism and haste. Afterward, I propose—no, declare—that I will no longer inject my personal feelings into our dealings. The games we play are dangerous enough without adding the liability that we bring by distracting one another.

	Please understand that this would not be a problem if I could view you as a target of casual attraction. The nights I’ve lain awake imagining what we might be together are, in many ways, the reason we must take this step. You are intoxicating, and I seem incapable of setting limits unless I remove the elixir altogether. We both have too much to lose.

	With fondness, 

	Glint

	 

	Myrrh curls her lip and tucks the note away. She should just throw it away and be done with it.

	Maybe tomorrow.

	Just as she settles back onto the pillows, a light knock rattles the door.

	Both Warrell and Mink have changed into simple linen clothing. Warrell looks relieved to be out of his guardsman’s uniform, and as for Mink, the faintly sour expression never seems to leave her face. Myrrh knows the woman wasn’t eager to play the part of a lady’s maid, but she’s come out of loyalty to Glint. 

	Warrell plunks a third straight-backed chair in front of the table. As they take seats, Nab saunters into the room. He’s changed into a dry sweater, but just a breath before he clambers onto Myrrh’s bed, she notices he’s still wearing his boots, and they’re absolutely slathered in sticky mud.

	With a yelp, Myrrh jumps to her feet and yanks the wretched things off his feet. She holds them out.

	“What?” he says.

	“Take them to your room.”

	“Why don’t you?”

	“Because I’m not your servant.”

	“You’re not my boss either,” he says, sticking out his tongue.

	Warrell clears his throat. “Technically, she is. If you want to call yourself part of Ghost syndicate anyway. And since she’s paying for our food, I suggest you do what she asks.”

	Myrrh nods. “I think Warrell looks hungry enough to eat your portion.”

	The big man pats his stomach. “More than hungry enough.”

	“Miser’s boil-covered—”

	“Weren’t you going to forget how to talk?” Myrrh interrupts.

	With a heavy sigh, Nab snatches the boots and stomps to the door. Since leaving Ostgard, he and Warrell have shared a room while Mink and Myrrh each have one to themselves. It’s worked out well so far; Nab’s nervous enough around the big man that he generally behaves himself.

	While Nab’s gone, a serving girl arrives with a large tray of food and a pitcher of ale. Steam rises from a large crock of stew, the soup complemented by two loaves of crusty bread. 

	“So what’s the plan, Mistress Myrrh?” Warrell asks once Nab returns.

	Myrrh takes a deep breath. She avoided this conversation on the ride back down from Craghold, blaming the weather for her silence. But the truth is, she really doesn’t know what to do. She never expected to be denied entry into Craghold. Especially without explanation. 

	She’s been working through options in her head. Her first thought was to send a pigeon to Glint—assuming they could find a bird keeper. To what end though? He already sent advanced instructions to Craghold via pigeon, so it seems unlikely that another message will change the situation. She could ask him to come in person, but that would take a day or two for the pigeon to arrive in Ostgard, plus another four or five for him to arrive. Even if she could persuade Sapphire to stay at Ghost syndicate’s helm for a few more days, she doesn’t even know if Glint’s arrival would make a difference. What if the occupants of his family’s fortress refused him entrance too?

	Besides, Glint is busy in Ostgard. As he said in his letter, he has goals that require his utmost focus. The last thing he needs is to abandon them to come riding to her rescue.

	“What was your take on the people in the common room?” she asks. “Are they local?”

	“I think so,” Warrell says. “Mostly, anyway. Not very friendly either.”

	“No, but maybe a few more ales will soften them up. Later, I want you to go down and join them. See if you can learn anything.”

	“Both of us?” the big man asks, glancing at Mink.

	Myrrh shakes her head. “It wouldn’t be proper for a lady’s maid.”

	Mink sighs and drops her head into her hand as she slurps a spoonful of stew. “Sixing disguise.”

	“Sorry,” Myrrh says. “Anyway, Warrell, if anyone asks, stick to the story about our journey to the fiefdoms. Otherwise, just listen.”

	“For?”

	“Anything about Craghold or Glint’s family.”

	“Dominic’s family, you mean,” Mink says with a snort. “Little lordlings can’t just go around calling themselves by a thief’s handle.”

	“With a name like Dominic Evenescuel, do you blame him for changing it?” Nab says, laughing around a mouthful of bread.

	Warrell chuckles. “So I’m supposed to listen. What then?”

	“When they stop serving for the night, come back here. I’ll probably head out to gather information. We should stay together in this room—you and Mink can take turns standing watch.”

	Mink raises an eyebrow. “You think that’s necessary?”

	“For all we know, the people responsible for the situation in Craghold wanted us to take rooms down here. Maybe they thought we’d let our guard down. We’re safer together.”

	Nab casts a disgusted glance at the single bed. “I am not cuddling with anyone.”

	“Which is why you’ll be sleeping in the corner on the floor,” Myrrh says.

	“But I have a perfectly good bed in my room.”

	“You are the one that wanted to come on this trip. And that’s the way it’s going to be.”

	He sucks down a spoonful of stew. “This licks the Miser’s—”

	“Nab!”

	He crosses his arms and glowers. “I should have stayed home.”

	“Yes. Just think: right now you could be slaving away in The Queen’s Dice, indulging Sapphire’s every whim.”

	“Sounds better than this,” he mutters.

	“Anyway, you’ve been having at least a little fun teaching me that cantrip, right?”

	A mischievous gleam enters his eyes. “For all the good that’s doing.”

	She casts him a glare. “Hey, I’m getting better.”

	Nab makes a little finger motion, and Myrrh closes her eyes too late. The cantrip takes hold, and when she’s next aware, Warrell and Mink are laughing. Loudly. Warrell’s bowl of stew has gone from half full to completely empty.

	Myrrh sighs. “What did he make me do this time?”

	“He suggested you give us a lengthy explanation of your mental deficiencies,” Mink says with a smirk.

	Myrrh rolls her eyes. “Everybody, hurry up and eat. I’m ready for my bath.” 

	***

	While Nab sleeps in the corner—snoring despite his earlier complaints—and Mink paces the room, Myrrh sits at the table toying with her dagger. Warrell’s been down in the common room for a couple hours. There must still be people down below, but from inside the confines of the pinewood-scented bedchamber, Myrrh would never know it. Unlike taverns and boarding houses in Rat Town, Pineshadow’s only inn is so silent she could almost drift off with her head laid down on the table.

	If not for her racing thoughts, that is.

	When a light knock comes at the door, both Myrrh and Mink jump. A knife appears in Mink’s hand as the assassin slips across the room. She opens the door a crack, peeking through to make sure it’s Warrell before stepping back and letting him inside.

	Warrell’s eyes are red-rimmed, his cheeks slack with fatigue. He yawns as he walks to the table. Nab stirs at the vibration of the man’s heavy tread, but he doesn’t wake.

	“So?” Myrrh asks.

	Warrell shrugs. “I couldn’t overhear much. The people here aren’t the drunkards you find in Rat Town, unfortunately. Mostly kept their conversations low, and they weren’t interested in drawing me into them.”

	Sixes. She’d hoped for better news.

	“But there was one thing. When I sat down, they stopped talking, and the strange thing is, every one of them looked at my hands.”

	“Your hands?” Myrrh finds her own gaze drawn to the man’s thick fingers. Aside from the scars attesting to a number of scrapes over the years, there’s nothing particularly interesting about them.

	“And when they noticed me checking my fingers for spilled food or something, they all jerked their eyes away.”

	“Strange.”

	“It made me remember…earlier, when I first went into the common room to ask about rooms, the innkeeper gave my hands a similar glance. I thought he was looking for jewelry to see how much he should try to charge us.”

	Mink has stopped pacing and has taken a seat on the edge of the bed. She taps a fingertip on her knee before speaking. “Think they’re looking for someone with a distinguishing mark on his hand?”

	Warrell shrugs. “You’re as likely to guess the truth as me. Might be worth paying attention tomorrow to see if they behave the same with”—he yawns—”you.”

	In the silence that follows, Warrell’s head droops, then jerks back up like a child trying to stay awake. Rolling her eyes, Mink wrestles the big man out of his chair and helps him stagger to the bed.

	Myrrh slips to the window, tugs the shutter open, and peers out. The rain has slowed to just the barest drizzle. There’s even a hint of moonlight silvering some of the clouds.

	The inn backs up against a stretch of forest that stands between Pineshadow and the cliff where Craghold dominates, an angular shadow against the night sky. Fires still burn on top of the walls, but she can’t make out whether there are guards at the corners still. Seems likely though.

	She casts another look at the band of dark forest. The truth is, her experience with wilderness is rather limited, unless she counts the occasional venture into the bog on Ostgard’s western fringe. By day, the trees don’t seem so menacing, but in the darkness…shouldn’t she be worried about bears or something?

	She sighs. Wild animals or not, they need to find out what’s happening here.

	“I’m heading out,” she says. “If I’m not back by sunrise, hopefully I haven’t been eaten.”

	“Eaten?” Mink asks.

	“Never mind,” Myrrh says as she climbs out the window and drops onto the lean-to shed built against the back wall. Warrell is already snoring by the time she shuffles down the shingles and drops to the cushion of pine needles below.

	


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	MYRRH SLIPS BETWEEN houses, careful to hop from rock to rock to avoid leaving footprints in the mud. The homes are silent, and the only light that leaks through the shutters holds the ruddy glow of banked hearthfires. Where yards and gardens have been carved from the forest, the occasional brood of chickens hunkers miserably beneath the roof of their coop. Though the rain has stopped completely now, the birds don’t seem eager to leave the shelter. Probably wise. Myrrh doubts the respite will last.

	Between the faint filtering of moonlight through the clouds and the bits of warm glow seeping from homes, she creeps around the town without needing a lantern or glimmer to aid her sight. Unlike Ostgard, where shadows often hold danger, here they contain only nesting birds and assorted tools. No night watchman patrols the streets, and certainly there aren’t any other thieves or ruffians out and about.

	As she reaches the far side of town where the road from Ostgard enters the settlement, a shadow swoops overhead. Myrrh ducks and slaps a hand for her dagger before she glimpses the spread wings of an owl. She takes a shaky breath and continues her search.

	Standing beside the road, a blacksmith’s shop hulks between a pair of simple cottages. Unlike a city establishment where large doors would have been shut to keep out thieves or vandals, the shop’s front is open to the night. Myrrh creeps inside, eyes and ears open. She isn’t sure what she’s looking for. Maybe nothing. The situation with Craghold is so unexpected, it’s hard to know where to begin her investigation.

	The furnace is still warm, a red glow illuminating the grate in the front of the iron firepot. On the wall behind, mallets and tongs hang from pegs. Plugs of iron are stacked beside a supply of logs. The place smells of warmth and the leather of the bellows.

	As Myrrh turns to leave, she notices a bin full of what looks like crude blades. She creeps over and plucks one from the pile. Though she’s no expert on the construction of weapons, it’s obvious that’s what this is intended to become. The edge is still dull, and the steel seems untempered. Rough tangs extend from the hilt end of the blades, but they, too, seem unfinished.

	From what she understands, Pineshadow subsists mostly on timber profits from its woodcutters and the sawmill that lies along a river half an hour’s journey away. She wouldn’t be surprised to find a supply of axe heads and hatchets in production, but swords and daggers seem entirely out of place here. Sliding the unfinished blade back onto the pile, she makes a note to investigate more during the daylight hours. 

	As she slips back toward the entrance, light catches Myrrh’s eyes and brings her up short. At first, she doesn’t understand why there seems to be a torch hovering above the treetops. Then she realizes it’s not hovering. The light is moving up and across the face of the cliff beyond the forest.

	Someone is climbing the footpath up to Craghold.

	Myrrh’s first thought is to run back to the inn and tell Mink. But as the light turns one of the switchbacks, she realizes there simply isn’t time. She won’t catch the climber before they reach the rim, but if she’s quick, she might be able to overhear what happens once they reach the gates.

	As she breaks into a trot, she shoves a hand into the pocket of her cloak and comes up with a packet of glimmer she stashed there while Mink’s back was turned. 

	She tucks the little ball into the pouch of her cheek. By the time she’s run halfway through the town—the torch having rounded another trail switchback—the world explodes with light. Her motions become razor sharp and precise. Able to run without wasting a drop of motion, she speeds from a trot to a near sprint and heads for the start of the trail.

	***

	Without the glimmer, Myrrh would’ve run straight into the horses tied to trees just past where the footpath leaves the road and approaches the cliff. Three of them stand placidly between the evergreens, flicking their ears. Myrrh creeps close, thinking to make a quick search of her saddlebags, but then a sucking sound and the crackle of fire sends a jolt through her.

	She freezes, eyes searching beneath the drooping tree boughs. There. The climber or climbers left a guard. Though he’s almost hidden by the trees, the cherry from his cigarette glows in the darkness.

	She remains motionless for three breaths, takes a step, and then waits for four more. He doesn’t seem to have noticed her. That or he’s trying to pretend the same. Even with the glimmer, the tree branches hide him too well for her to know for sure.

	Ever so slowly, Myrrh slides a hand to her hip and slips her dagger from the sheath. Walking on tiptoes, she creeps past the horses. One snorts, and she pauses, closing her eyes to whisper a prayer to the Queen of Nines.

	The man takes another drag from his cigarette, apparently still unaware. She exhales.

	A few more steps bring her around the biggest of the trees blocking her view of the man. From here, she has a view of his profile. She recognizes nothing about him, but the hard lines of his face suggest he can handle himself in combat. She considers an attempt to knock him unconscious, but a failure could go very poorly for her. Better to get onto the trail where at least she’ll have the high ground.

	Breathing softly, she continues forward. The glimmer guides her steps, helps her place each foot in the soft cushion of pine duff rather than on a cracking twig or crunching pinecone. Finally, she reaches the trail, scarcely more than a narrow ledge in places, a half tunnel hewn from the stone in others. She starts up, searching out foot placements on solid stone so as not to have her soles crunch over gravel. Soon enough, she’s passed over the man’s head and around the first switchback. As she starts up the next section of trail, the smell of damp stone and wet lichen filling her nose, a foothold gives way.

	With the glimmer singing in her veins, avoiding a fall is as easy as walking along the waterfront in Ostgard. But she can do nothing to stop the dislodged chunk of stone from cracking against the cliff, then crashing into the forest below.

	Horses snort and stamp as they startle. The guard grunts, and branches crackle as he stomps into view.

	The man looks up. Myrrh freezes, hoping to appear as just a shadow on the cliff face. It’s no use. She knows he spots her when his gaze locks with hers. Maybe he spots the shine of glimmer deep in her eyes, or maybe he doesn’t. Regardless, he cups his hands around his mouth and shouts.

	“Hey! Stop!”

	She jerks her head up to scan the cliff above. The torchlight has already vanished over the rim. 

	Myrrh’s trapped between the guard at the bottom and whatever waits above, but since the guard has seen her for sure, better to risk the unknown. She starts sprinting up the trail, her feet landing with eerie precision on the slick stone. Rocks skitter and slide off the edge of the trail, clattering as they fall, but she doesn’t care about stealth at this point. As she rounds the next switchback, the man shouts again. Rocks grate and crunch as he starts to chase her up the cliff.

	Damp air fills her throat as she pants, pushing everything she has into her legs. Her thighs start to burn, and her feet grow heavy. Once around the last switchback, she takes a ragged breath and sprints for the rim. A few paces before she crests the lip, she stops and searches the trail for small stones. Coming up with two, she takes aim and hurls them at the climbing man.

	They crack off the vertical wall, throwing sparks near his head. He pauses, but not for long.

	Myrrh dashes to the top of the cliff.

	Feet on flat ground, she first looks to Craghold’s walls, checking for the guards. A sentry stands on the corner turret, but his back is turned, his face tilted toward the interior of the fortress. She lets out a relieved sigh and searches for cover.

	The first few paces of the cliff top are bare of trees, the stark stone riddled with dark fissures. Beyond, the first of the evergreens hangs its boughs low to the ground. Myrrh dashes toward the shadows.

	“Bringing news, Sire,” someone calls from the front side of the fortress. “Got word from the lowlands. Should have the positions we need by—”

	A loud squeal cuts the voice off as Myrrh tries to stop and listen. The trees opposite the gates flare with torchlight, making her think the noise was the gate being swung open. She doesn’t have much time if she wants to learn something before they get the entrance closed again. Digging her toes in, Myrrh dives for the trees.

	The man appears seemingly from nowhere, detaching from his hiding spot between a pair of branches. His thigh rams forward and blocks her ducked shoulder. She spins and falls, landing on her hip, then skidding onto her back.

	The thickset man looks down at her, teeth flashing in the faint light. One of the fires atop Craghold’s walls outlines him in red.

	“Little rat trying to cause trouble for the master’s business, huh?” he growls. 

	“I wasn’t—”

	He stomps, narrowly missing her midsection as she rolls.

	The man raises his fist. “The master doesn’t take kindly to spies and trespassers.”

	The master? Who? Surely not Glint…

	Somehow—maybe thanks to her glimmer-sharpened reflexes—she manages to keep a grip on her dagger. As he swings for her head, she gets the blade up to block. Its edge slices across the back of his knuckles. The man bellows with rage.

	“Guards! I need some help down here with an unwelcome guest!”

	The man aims a kick for her ribs, and she rolls again, wincing as his boot grazes her back. She springs to a low crouch in time to catch him on the back of his standing leg with a sweeping kick. He staggers, throwing his arms wildly to keep his balance.

	She aims a jab for his gut and grimaces as her fist connects with solid flesh.

	The man growls and swipes at her, and she dances back.

	From the direction of the gate, running footsteps vibrate the forest floor.

	Myrrh shakes her head. She can’t win this particular fight.

	Falling to a deep crouch, she scoops up a handful of pine needles and flings them toward her attacker’s face. As he stumbles back, she whirls and sprints deeper into the forest.

	The glimmer turns the trees to silvery giants, their arms hanging low. As she runs, she weaves through the densest stands and narrowest gaps, trusting her smaller size to squeeze where they can’t. Soon, she hears shouts of frustration and crackling branches as more men join the pursuit.

	But the yells and crashing grow distant as they struggle to follow her path.

	Finally, she skids to a stop when she nearly breaks from the forest and onto the road. Myrrh makes a hard turn and melts back into the forest—just far enough that she can move parallel to the track without being seen. She pauses here. Can she double back and still gain information from Craghold? What was the visitor saying about the lowlands? Getting into position? And who exactly is calling himself Master of Craghold?

	The sound of more crashing brush—still distant but unmistakable—decides for her. She still has time to figure this out before they need to return to Ostgard. But getting captured by unknown men won’t help her situation. She turns for the break where the road descends through the cliff to the forest below.

	Cautious, she creeps forward from tree to tree. Her earlier worries about bears and wild cats now pale before the real threat of hidden attackers and Craghold guards. Who are these people? Were there extra sentries posted in the trees? Or did the shouts from the guard at the bottom of the trail reach the ears of someone up top? The man who attacked her had fighting skills. Enough that he caught her by surprise.

	After maybe half an hour, horses trot by on the road. Myrrh doesn’t dare creep close for a better look. Instead, she slips behind a tree and waits until the sound of their hoofbeats fades to silence. Her throat is dry, her mouth tacky as she starts forward again. She shakes her head at the irony of wishing it would start raining again so she could wet her tongue.

	Eventually, as dawn begins to pale the sky in the east, she reaches the spot where the road curves to plunge through the narrow break in the cliff and down to the forest below. 

	The glimmer is fading. With the last of her augmented sight, she edges toward the fringe of the forest and peers out. Myrrh’s knees go weak with relief. She worried the passing horses would mean an ambush here, but it seems they haven’t bothered. Their concern is likely with protecting Craghold itself, not chasing down a single trespasser. Still, she keeps her hand on her dagger as she slips through the defile. 

	Once at the cliff’s base, Myrrh makes quicker progress toward the inn, slipping through the forest at a trot. At the edge of town, she turns and keeps to the trees until she spots the back wall of the Stalwart Pony. Just as the sun peeks over the treetops, she vaults onto the lean-to and scrambles to the window of her room.

	As she climbs into the room, she catches a glimpse of Mink’s stricken face.

	“Oh, thank the Nines, you’re back,” the assassin says. “We have a problem.”

	


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	IN THE TIME it takes her to finish climbing through the window, Mink has paced the length of the room three times. As Myrrh nudges the window shutter closed, the assassin spins to face her.

	“He won’t wake up,” Mink says, voice tight.

	“What?”

	“Warrell. I’ve been trying for hours.”

	Myrrh feels as if the wind’s just been kicked out of her. The Death Cloak? Here? It can’t be. As she rushes to the bedside, Nab stirs and kicks off his blanket. She hears a squeak from deep in his throat as he yawns. The boy inhales as if preparing to ask a question, then seems to notice the tension in the room and thinks better of it.

	When she sees the big man’s chest rise, Myrrh lets out a relieved breath.

	“I thought you meant he was dead,” she mutters.

	Mink has stepped to the other side of the bed. “Sorry.” She chews her lip, apparently realizing how it could have sounded that way.

	Laying fingers against Warrell’s throat, Myrrh feels his pulse throbbing strong and steady. She pulls back an eyelid, and his pupil constricts. His skin is warm, and there’s no lack of color in his cheeks.

	She steps back slowly and tugs on a lock of hair, twisting it around her finger. “I think it’s just nightbark or something similar. But how? Why?”

	“Slipped into his ale, maybe?”

	“Must’ve been.”

	Nab clambers to his feet and shuffles to the foot of the bed. His hair is stacked like an off-kilter pile of straw. “What’s going on?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “Not sure.”

	Mink stalks to the far side of the room before whirling. The lines of stress around her mouth are deeper than usual. “You were out later than expected.” She doesn’t bother to hide the note of accusation in her voice.

	“I ran into a few problems. Have you checked Warrell’s room?” She hopes the explanation will be as simple as a petty thief drugging what they thought was a traveling merchant’s guard, hoping to pinch a few coins while the guard slept off the sedative. It’s a common enough tactic among Ostgard’s thieves, especially with the amount of drinking that goes on in places like Rat Town.

	“I was keeping watch as you requested,” Mink says with a hint of defensiveness. 

	Myrrh raises a hand to calm her as she crosses to the window. “It’s fine. I just wanted to know.”

	After ducking back out onto the roof of the shed, she creeps along the wall to the window into Warrell and Nab’s room. Slipping her dagger between the shutter and the frame, she flips open the latch and nudges the shutter open. After listening for the telltale rustle of clothing or the scuff of feet, she sticks her head into view and scans the room. It seems empty, so she slips inside.

	The bedcovers are rumpled, part of their plan to make all three rooms look slept in. Otherwise, she sees nothing out of the ordinary. Without talking to Warrell to know which possessions he left behind, she can’t say whether anything’s been stolen, but the room certainly hasn’t been ransacked. Warrell’s saddlebags rest against the wall, as do Nab’s. Buckles hold the leather straps closed, and nothing’s been dragged onto the floor as far as she can tell. Nab’s muddy boots still stand beside the door—not that anyone would want to steal those.

	Disappointed by her search, she’s heading back to the window when she spots it. A short length of leather cord braided with a blue ribbon lies on the floor. Probably dropped by accident. Myrrh picks it up and runs it through her fingers. A woman’s? Maybe it was used to tie her hair back or worn around her wrist. Or perhaps it belonged to a man, the ribbon a gift or keepsake from his beloved.

	Myrrh tucks it into a pocket of her cloak. It’s nice to have something to go on.

	***

	“Good morning, Mistress…?” the innkeeper says, leaving her name as an open question. 

	Descending the stairs with Mink on her heels, Myrrh inclines her head in what she hopes is a haughty expression. When she offers no name, the man bows his head and clasps his hands in front of his apron tie. “I’m Edwin Hostell at your service. Will you be breaking your fast? Our offerings are rather more humble than what you’re accustomed to, I’m sure, but we do our best with what we have.”

	Myrrh shakes her head. They won’t be eating any of the inn’s food or drinking its ale until they figure out what happened to Warrell. “Thank you, but I make a habit of starting the morning light. Perhaps we’ll take a midday meal in my chamber. I will send my guardsman with instructions.” 

	As she steps off the last stair, she catches the man glancing at her hand on the banister. When he realizes he’s been caught in the act, his cheeks redden. So it’s not just Warrell’s hands that interest the locals. Having just been spotted staring, the innkeeper doesn’t dare check Mink’s hands as well, but he probably would if given the opportunity. Myrrh fights the urge to shake her head. The situation around Craghold and Pineshadow is unsettling.

	Which is why she wants to make sure they can leave quickly if necessary.

	The man steps toward one of the trestle tables. “Might I offer you a pot of tea? The common room will remain peaceful for quite some time.”

	Myrrh places a hand over her belly as if even tea would be too much. “Nothing for now. I only wish to visit the horses.”

	“The horses, Mistress?”

	“I’m quite attached to my mount, you see. She’s the bay mare…she was nearly rejected from my father’s stables and sent to the fields as a plow horse of all things. Fortunately, I have a fair eye for steeds, and I was able to avert the tragedy. My family’s stablemaster never let his apprentice assess the stock again.”

	The man blinks and smooths his apron while bombarded with this information. As Myrrh hoped, seems he knows even less about horses than she does, and ignorance is a sure way to kill conversation.

	“As you wish,” the man says, moving as if to open the front door.

	“Actually, if I might ask an indulgence of you…I’m accustomed to paved streets. The mud has proved quite a trial for me. Is there a more direct route?”

	As she glances pointedly toward the kitchen door—she wants the chance to inspect the room—the man seems to grasp her hint. “Ahh, of course. The kitchen door is much closer to the stable. I should have offered that first.”

	“Don’t worry yourself,” she says with a condescending smile. “I’m certain most of your guests are much better equipped for the conditions out here in the wilderness.”

	As the man turns, Myrrh tugs at the bodice of her dress. The sixing thing didn’t dry all the way, and the clammy fabric makes her skin itch. The sooner this little errand is done, the better.

	The kitchen is humble but clean. A fire burns in the oven, and she can smell bread baking. The serving girl from last night is busy chopping onions at a cutting board. When she looks up and spots Myrrh and Mink, her eyes widen. No doubt it’s unusual to see well-heeled guests tromping through the kitchens.

	“Oh, I am so relieved to see you,” Myrrh says. “I completely forgot to offer you a tip for the service last night.”

	Already pink-cheeked, the girl blushes a violent rose as Myrrh glides forward with fingers fishing in a small coin purse. She plucks out a copper and holds it above the girl’s knife hand. While waiting for the girl to quit stammering and look up, she inspects the shelves for any strange vials or pots that might hold nightbark serum. It’s something of a long shot but worth the effort. Aside from a basket of potatoes, casks of flour, and a couple bunches of dried herbs, the shelves store battered and blackened pots. Nothing out of the ordinary.

	When the girl still hasn’t looked up, Myrrh shakes her hand. “You can take it. It’s okay.” She glances at the innkeeper as if to confirm she’s not making a mistake. “Or do I not understand the customs in the Crags region? Along the River Ost we always tip—”

	“Thank you, Mistress,” the girl interrupts, dipping a curtsy as she accepts the coin. “Certainly I’m grateful, though it’s not necessary.”

	Her eyes dart to the innkeeper as she fears she’ll be chastised. The man says nothing.

	Running her finger along the edge of the cutting board, Myrrh turns her attention to the wall above the oven. Nothing strange there either. With her knife still raised, the girl drops the coin into her apron pocket. She won’t meet Myrrh’s eyes and instead pushes a pile of onionskins toward the edge of the counter. She tugs nervously at a strand of hair.

	After a moment, the innkeeper clears his throat. He’s standing at the rear door, propping it open with his heel.

	Myrrh smiles and pats her hair as if amused with herself for inconveniencing the pair. “Of course. Forgive me. I take pleasure in traveling and seeing such varied foods and preparations. I’m just so easily distracted. You must have much to do to keep this establishment running, and I’ve delayed you.”

	“It’s no trouble, Mistress,” the man says with false cheeriness. Shooting an apologetic glance to the serving girl, he waves Myrrh through the door.

	A bridge of wooden planks—not so different from what the people of Rat Town lay over their mud—leads from the kitchen door to the stable entrance. Pretending to be unsteady on her feet, Myrrh gingerly steps onto the first.

	“Watch the hem of your dress, Mistress,” Mink says as she hurries forward and helps Myrrh lift it from the mud.

	“Of course. Thank you.” Myrrh hurries forward to free her dress from Mink’s grip before the assassin feels the hard lumps of the rubies sewn into the fabric. Though most of them are stitched into the seams along her bodice and into the cuffs of her sleeves, a few had to go in the bottom hem. As if keeping Rattle’s stash of Haava compounds hidden wasn’t enough of a challenge, smuggling around a fortune in gems isn’t easy with thieves as her companions. Myrrh trusts her friends, but only so far. 

	Regardless, if Mink noticed anything unusual about the dress, she doesn’t show it. She enters the stable a few paces behind Myrrh.

	Straw covers the earthen floor of the building, filling the room with the sweet smell. Unexpectedly dry given the recent weather, the building is snug but cozy. The party’s four mounts have been given stalls near the front, and two more horses lean heads over wooden gates near the rear of the building. A narrow door leads out back, and Myrrh spies the adolescent stablehand filling a pail from a rain barrel. Eyes on his feet, he steps back into the stable. He speaks softly as he greets the nearest horse, stroking its neck.

	“A fine animal,” Myrrh says.

	The boy jumps high enough she sees light beneath his feet. Water sloshes over the sides of the bucket as he yelps, his voice cracking.

	She hears Mink snort and steps in front of the woman so the boy doesn’t see the assassin laughing.

	“I’m so sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

	“I…it’s…” He swallows and thumps a fist against his chest. “Pardon, Mistress. Not used to meeting anyone in here.”

	As if seeking comfort, he threads his fingers into the horse’s mane. Myrrh tiptoes across the floor to her mount in hopes it will set the boy at ease. The mare flares her nostrils and sniffs affectionately at Myrrh’s shoulder.

	“Something tells me we have this in common,” she says, rubbing her horse’s cheek.

	“What’s that, Mistress?”

	“We find the company of animals preferable to people. Especially strangers.”

	As she hoped would happen, a shy grin tugs at the boy’s lips. He shrugs and keeps his head down, looking up at her through the fringe of hair that hangs over his eyebrows. “Nettle says I ought to have been born a horse.”

	“Is Nettle the girl inside? The pretty one?”

	He nods, cheeks flushing. Myrrh’s not surprised he has a crush on her. She’s probably the only girl his age in the town. And she is pretty.

	“Well, if I were you,” Myrrh says, “I’d take her words as a compliment. Anyone who earns the trust of an animal is a person worth knowing. My traveling party and I are planning to stay in Pineshadow for a few days. I’m glad to see Squirrel will be in good hands.”

	Immediately, the boy starts fiddling with the handle of the bucket, curling his fingers around his thumb and twisting as if trying to keep from saying something.

	“You’ll be here, won’t you?” she asks, smiling. “You see, once Squirrel gets accustomed to a particular stablehand, she isn’t always so kind upon meeting a replacement.”

	Genuine concern knits the boy’s brow. He releases the horse’s mane and runs a hand over the top rail of the stall, dusting away splinters where the occupants have chewed on the wood. “Mistress…I—well, I shouldn’t be telling you your business…”

	He swallows and looks from his pail to the rain barrel, maybe wondering if he can escape this conversation by going back out to replace what he spilled. Myrrh pats her mare’s neck, trying not to seem too interested in what the boy has to say.

	“I certainly don’t mind advice,” she says. “Especially from someone local to the area. Is there something I should be concerned about?”

	The boy chews his lip, then takes a deep breath. He keeps his eyes on the ground. “Things aren’t right around here, Mistress, and they’re getting worse.”

	“What do you mean, not right?”

	Myrrh hears Mink pad behind her across the floor to another of the stalls. The assassin begins speaking in a low voice to one of the other horses as if to lend privacy to their conversation.

	“It’s just been…strange. Lots of people coming and going on the road. One dinner guest threatened Nettle with a knife when she asked where everyone was headed. She didn’t need to ask anyway, since Paul—he’s the one that helped with your bags—since Paul followed a group the next night and saw them take the turn up toward Craghold.”

	Myrrh cocks her head. “You know, I wonder if the experience we had with Craghold is related. Please don’t tell the innkeeper, but we first hoped to find accommodations at the fortress. Unfortunately, no one answered our hail at the front gate. Is there something wrong up there?”

	The boy shuffles his feet. “Mistress, I…I really shouldn’t be talking about this.”

	“But why? If there is a problem, shouldn’t others be made aware?”

	“Edwin says it’s bad for business to spread talk about Craghold.”

	“But the inn already has our business. As I said, we hope to stay a few days.”

	The boy’s face darkens. As if coming to a quick decision, he slings the pail over the top rail of the stall and hangs it on a hook. “I guess you’re right. I think all the secrecy is wrong, anyway. And I don’t want to see anyone else come to harm.”

	“Anyone else?”

	He shakes his head quickly. “Forget I said that. Wasn’t proved as anything but a jealous husband or timber rivalry. Edwin and my da both tell me I shouldn’t gossip about things that might not be true.”

	Myrrh’s sixing dress itches like she rolled in pepper before she got dressed. As soon as she’s done here, she’s going to switch back into thief’s woolens and not change until the fabric is completely and totally dry. But she can’t hurry the conversation too much if she wants to get everything she can from it. She takes a deep breath and smiles gently.

	“Edwin is right about that. Seems rumor spreading is a problem whether you’re from a merchant family along the River Ost or an orphan from the Port Cities. But the strangeness surrounding Craghold isn’t a rumor, is it? It’s really happening. I saw it myself.”

	“No. It’s not a rumor.”

	“Then you can tell me, right?”

	He sighs and shrugs. “Back a few weeks ago, when they started lighting fires atop the walls, most people thought it was because the young master had been found after many years. We thought they’d start sweeping out the chambers and hiring workers from the town again.” He shakes his head. “Whatever is going on up there, all it’s done for Pineshadow is attract strangers and bad luck. The gates are locked and anyone petitioning for a job gets the same answer you did.”

	“But we got no answer.”

	“Exactly.”

	Myrrh thinks back to her previous visit. When she came to rescue Hawk, the front gate of the fortress was closed, but the side door stood ajar. There’d been maybe a dozen staff moving about the hold, plus six or seven guardsmen. Only one wing of the keep was open, along with a small section of servant’s quarters built against the outer wall. She didn’t get the impression that the staff—at least not all of them—lived in Craghold. They must leave after their day’s work.

	“But surely some townsfolk work in the fortress. Has anyone asked them what has been going on?”

	He shakes his head. “Those that did stopped coming home after telling their families they were needed in the hold. Well, that’s what happened with most…there are a couple people who escaped when the others started acting wrong.”

	“Wrong? How so?”

	“Just…they went about their work like usual. Laughed and gossiped and complained about the rain like always. But if anyone mentioned the young master, they got real quiet. Almost mad, but not that exactly either…” He kicks at a clump of straw and shrugs. “Vera tells it better than I do.”

	Myrrh reaches over the rail into Squirrel’s stall and grabs her water pail. She starts carrying it toward the rear exit and the rain barrel, but the boy jumps into her path. “Here, Mistress. Let me.”

	She smiles fondly. “It’s all right. I’m keeping you from your work. Least I can do is help.”

	Outside, the sun has managed to push weakly through the clouds, raising steam from the sodden ground. Myrrh dips the pail into the barrel and pulls it out, water dripping off the bottom. As she steps back inside to rehang the pail, the boy exits with another empty bucket and fills it.

	“What’s your name?” she asks as he comes back in.

	“Ned, Mistress,” he says, ducking his head.

	“And who is this woman, Vera?”

	“She’s Craghold’s keeper of the birds. Or I guess I should say she was, seeing as she left.”

	Myrrh remembers now, though she was never formally introduced to the woman. After Myrrh and the Scythe freed Hawk from the fortress dungeon, they’d visited an elderly woman to have a message about their success sent to Glint. If anyone would know about the goings-on in Craghold, it would be the bird keeper.

	“Oh! Well, that’s welcome news,” Myrrh says.

	“Welcome? How so?”

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest I was glad she was forced to flee.” Myrrh looks down in an attempt to appear ashamed of her careless words. “But if she left Craghold, I might still be able to send a pigeon home. I’d hoped to update my father on my journey after reaching Craghold. Now it seems doubly important that I send word. My father has some minor business dealings with the Evenescuel family, and he’ll want to be appraised. Could you give me directions to where this Vera is now staying?”

	The boy shakes his head. “She’s in hiding, Mistress. Whatever is happening in Craghold, it has her scared. It’s not my place to give away where she’s sleeping.”

	Myrrh raises her eyebrows. “It’s really that bad?”

	The boy sighs and tugs on his forelock, grimacing. “Edwin will send me to my da for a whipping if he hears I told you even part of this.”

	“But I certainly won’t say anything. Not after you’ve risked yourself out of concern for our safety. If anything, I am in your debt.”

	He rubs his forehead. “I don’t really know how bad it is. Only that Vera sent her son out on a horse to try to get a message out from another town’s bird keeper. Said she feared to use her last pigeon even if she could fly safely.” He looks up for a second, then blinks furiously. “You really should just go.”

	“It sounds awfully much like we ought to. But just as you fear your father’s reaction if Edwin were to send you home in shame, I fear what my father will do if he learns I heard there was trouble but didn’t investigate. Do you think Vera would meet with me if you asked her? Perhaps somewhere discreet and away from her hiding spot?” Myrrh reaches into the manger, picks up a handful of hay, and holds it beneath her mare’s nose. The animal sniffs it, then grabs it with her lips and starts chewing. 

	The boy kicks his toe against one of the posts of the stall. “I can ask, but I can’t be sure she’ll agree. If I do this, will you swear to listen to her about the danger?”

	“Of course. And you can tell her that I am a close associate of the Evenescuel family. I have visited the fortress before, and I wish to do anything I can to help if there is trouble.”

	A wary look comes into the boy’s eyes. For the first time, he glances at her hands. Myrrh clenches her jaw, realizing she may have pushed a little too hard.

	“I’m sorry if I understated my family’s ties to Craghold before,” she says. “To tell the truth, the strange mood in the town had made me nervous about speaking too much about the relationship.”

	He blinks slowly as if considering this, but finally nods. “There’s no shortage of secrets in Pineshadow lately. You’re not to blame, Mistress.”

	“So you’ll ask Vera for me?”

	He nods. “As soon as I finish my work here.”

	“Then I’ll retire to my room and leave you to it.”

	The boy ducks his head a last time as Myrrh turns for the front exit and the inn. When she meets Mink’s glassy eyes, the assassin nods. Warrell will be waking soon. Time for Myrrh and Mink to catch a little sleep before something else goes wrong.

	


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	SOMEONE TAPS LIGHTLY on the door, five knocks, then two. Myrrh registers the sound from deep in her dreams and tries to swim free. Again the pattern: five taps, a short hesitation, two more. Myrrh always insists they keep rotating the signal so intruders can’t stake out the safe house and learn their knock.

	“I’m coming. Hold your horses.”

	Myrrh’s blankets are so heavy and sleep so…deeply alluring. It’s so hard to wake, but something bothers her. Why is Nab guarding the safe house door? He shouldn’t have any official duties for the syndicate; what matters right now is that he learns to read.

	Limbs heavy, she struggles against the weight of the blankets as she hears a bar lift from its housing and a latch click open.

	“I hope you weren’t sleeping too,” a gruff voice says. Warrell? What’s he doing visiting the safe house? Didn’t she send him to meet her barge at First Docks? It was supposed to arrive this evening…

	Wait. With a final hard push, Myrrh breaks through the surface of her dreams. She isn’t in the safe house. She’s sleeping in a simple bed on the upstairs floor of an inn called the Stalwart Pony. The knocks were Warrell returning from the errands she sent him on before falling, exhausted, into bed.

	With the backs of her knuckles, she rubs the sleep from her eyes, then yawns and sits up. Against the wall beneath the window, Mink is doing the same. Stretching, the assassin reaches up and flips the catch on the window shutter. As the shutter swings open, brilliant daylight falls into the room.

	Myrrh winces at the glare.

	Nab shuts the door as Warrell stops across the room and starts setting parcels on the table. Once his arms are empty, he begins untying the cords holding the paper wrapping in place. He’s managed to find a couple loaves of bread and a pot of what looks like goat cheese. 

	He uncorks a flask last and holds it under her nose. Whatever’s inside smells cloyingly sweet and fairly unpleasant.

	“Gooseberry wine,” he says as he replaces the stopper. “The innkeeper gave me an earful about your interest in local cuisine when I mentioned you wanted me to search out products from the town. I never knew you were such a culinary enthusiast, but I only thought it fitting you should try a local wine pairing.”

	“Maybe later,” Myrrh says with a grimace. “I take it Edwin was still bothered by my inspection of his kitchen.”

	“He didn’t say as much, but I got the feeling.”

	“Well, maybe once we sort out whether he was involved in you being dosed with nightbark, we’ll explain our concern. Whether we give that explanation at knifepoint will depend on which way that question is answered.”

	The sight of the food draws Myrrh’s attention to the hollow feeling in her belly, and she tears off a chunk of bread. “So, did you find anything out at the blacksmith’s?”

	The big man shakes his head. “Very little. I only got halfway through asking about a new shoe for Nab’s pony before he had his apprentice usher me out, claiming they had no time to spare for at least two fortnights.”

	“Did you mention that shaping a horseshoe scarcely takes any time?”

	Warrell drops heavily into a chair and pulls out a belt knife for spreading the goat cheese. “I would have, but there was something not right about the mood in the shop.”

	Mink is pacing again. “That’s not the first time we’ve heard about strange behavior today.”

	“I wonder if whatever’s affecting the people inside Craghold has hit the blacksmith as well,” Myrrh says.

	Mink shrugs. “I just hope that kid can get us a meeting with Vera. Sounds like the woman could save us a lot of guesswork.”

	At the reminder, Myrrh turns her attention back to Warrell. “You poked your head in the stables, I assume?”

	He nods as he tears off a hunk of bread. “Deserted.”

	“Well, I’m sure he’ll contact us when he has an answer.”

	Nab is approaching the table like a cat stalking its prey. Stepping aside to grant him access before his pounce gets her hurt, Myrrh takes a bite of bread. It’s hearty and dense, already prompting her to look for her waterskin.

	Silence falls over the room as everyone digs into the meal, and when a light tapping comes at the door, Myrrh jumps. She makes eye contact with Mink, who slips a blade into her grip. 

	The serving girl, Nettle, stands in the hall. Almost apologetically, she raises the teakettle and stack of cups she’s carrying. “Edwin insisted I bring this up.”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “Thank you, but there’s no need. Please let Edwin know we’ll make a request when we want something from the kitchen.”

	Gaze on the floorboards, Nettle chews her lip. “Mistress, if I might ask a favor. Edwin was rather insistent that we show our hospitality. The tea is complimentary.”

	“That’s rather kind, but tea never sits well in my stomach.”

	The girl drops her voice to a near whisper. “Please. You’d save me a tongue lashing if I could just leave this with you. To me, it’s no difference if you pour it out or drink it.”

	With a sigh, Myrrh steps aside and gestures for the girl to enter. Like the deer the party spotted on the journey from Ostgard, the girl tiptoes into the room, eyes wide and looking ready to bolt at the slightest sound. She deposits the teakettle on the table and starts backing away.

	“Give Edwin our thanks,” Myrrh says.

	With a nod, Nettle turns to flee the room. That’s when Myrrh spots it, a hair tie of leather braided with ribbon. Mink seems to notice the same thing, and she tenses, ready to spring. Myrrh raises a restraining hand and shakes her head.

	“Later,” she says as Nettle closes the door behind her retreat. “Let’s learn what we can from Vera first.”

	***

	“You still have the finger motion wrong,” Nab says with an exaggerated sigh.

	Myrrh looks down at the contorted position of her hand and shrugs. “I don’t get it.”

	“It helps if you don’t pretend you’re trying to strangle a chicken. Here, do it like this.”

	As Nab raises his hand, a wide grin on his face, she slaps it aside. “Don’t even think about it. The next time you use misdirection on me, I’m filling your bedroll with mashed potatoes.”

	He rolls his eyes. “Anyway, you’re never going to get it if you stay so tense. Rattle had me practice rolling his trick dice first so I’d relax.”

	“You didn’t tell me that before.”

	He shrugs. “What good would it do? They were his trick dice, not mine.”

	Myrrh sighs. “It’s the reason for the dice rolling that matters, not whether they’re used for cheating at games or whether they’re dice at all, really.”

	Warrell has been sharpening his short sword while they’ve waited for word from the stable boy, Ned. Myrrh grabs the whetstone and pulls out her dagger, thinking to occupy her hands for a while before she tries again with the cantrip.

	The blade hisses as she drags it over stone, lulling her into a sort of trance until a knock at the door startles her out of it.

	Mink opens the door to expose Paul, the other boy who works for the inn. 

	“A message from Ned, Mistress. I came right away,” he says, speaking directly to Myrrh—no doubt in hopes he’ll secure another tip.

	She sighs but fishes in her coin purse. “And?” she says as she slides a copper piece across the table.

	“He said to tell you he has the horses saddled. You told him you were interested in a short pleasure ride if the sky cleared, right?”

	She inclines her head. “Thank you. Tell him we’ll be down right away.”

	The group disperses to change clothes, and once attired—Myrrh’s dress is almost dry—they meet in the common room and head to the stables. Out the front door and around the side of the building to avoid antagonizing Edwin.

	Ned is waiting outside. As soon as he spots their group, he ducks into the stable and appears with Nab’s pony, saddled and bridled and by all appearances brushed down once today already. He quickly fetches the others, exiting the building with Myrrh’s mare last. As he hands her the reins, he steps close as if to offer her help getting astride the horse.

	“Head out of town like you’re bound for Craghold,” he says quietly. “But keep riding past the turnoff. Not much farther along, you’ll spot a white scarf tied to a tree branch. Turn left there, and you’ll find a faint track. Take the scarf with you so that it’s less likely you’ll be followed.”

	Myrrh nods. “How far from there?”

	“After maybe a quarter hour, you’ll meet the river. Turn left and follow it, again, not too far, and you’ll spot the cottage.”

	She lays a hand on the boy’s shoulder before finding the stirrup with her foot. “Thank you, Ned. I swear no trouble will come to you for helping us.”

	


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	THE BOY WAS being generous when he called the trail a faint track. A winding tunnel through the darkness, the path squeezes between trees that stand scarcely farther apart than the width of their horses’ shoulders. To pass, Myrrh keeps having to shake one or both feet free of the stirrups and plant them up on the saddle. Finally, after getting tangled in at least the tenth low-hanging bough, and having collected a headdress of moss, Myrrh dismounts and starts leading her horse. She should have done it when Warrell did, the moment he laid eyes on the trail.

	As they plunge deeper into the forest, she can’t help but feel hemmed in. Crushed by malevolent darkness. Myrrh is no stranger to low-ceilinged sewer tunnels and tight alleyways. But these woods are different. She feels as if hundreds of eyes watch from hidden nooks. Combined with the rustling and clicking that she hopes is just squirrels and birds, she feels ready to jump out of her boots.

	Finally, the sound of rushing water presses down the tunnel, and Myrrh exhales in relief. A few paces later, the end of the path appears. Though filtered by high clouds, sunlight glints off rapids and warms a clearing beside the bank. Myrrh hurries the pace.

	The sight of five axe-wielding men standing between the path’s exit in the riverbank brings her up short. She swallows the sudden stone in her throat. Is this a trap? Of all the people she’s spoken to in Pineshadow—which, admittedly, isn’t many—she judged Ned as least likely to betray them.

	Myrrh quickly sidesteps along the fringe of the trees, allowing her companions space to exit the trail. The maneuver has the added benefit—though she hates to endanger the gentle beast—of putting her mount between her and the men.

	She watches over the saddle as they size up Warrell, having dismissed her and Mink as a highborn lady and her maid. Only the sound of the river breaks the silence while the groups stare at one another. Edging closer, Mink taps Myrrh on the shoulder and points to a felled tree.

	Myrrh sighs in relief. Of course. Pineshadow’s main industry is timber. These men are nothing but lumberjacks out working. Myrrh has been letting the fearful mood in the town get to her. She swallows and puts on a smile.

	“My apologies if we startled you, but thank the Patron we found you,” she says. “I was beginning to believe we’d remain lost until nightfall. We left the road in search of the sawmill…I was told to follow a track leading south, but either we found the wrong path, or we lost the way.”

	Petting her mount’s neck, she ducks under, then stands and graces the men with an apologetic shrug.

	“You’re in the wrong place.”

	The man that speaks seems to have a permanent scowl on his face.

	Myrrh gives a nervous chuckle and smooths her dress. “Yes, I know. As I said, I can only conclude we took the wrong path or—”

	“Why the interest in the sawmill?” the scowling man asks with narrowed eyes. “Around here, we don’t like others interfering with our business.”

	Warrell steps forward, hand on his short sword. “My mistress wishes to negotiate a timber contract on behalf of her father. Surely your settlement is interested in her family’s business.”

	“Timber goes to Craghold by rights,” the man spits. “Not to some intruders from the city.”

	As the conversation has gone on, angry expressions have darkened the men’s faces. Myrrh isn’t sure what to think, but it seems likely this is a taste of the strange behavior Ned was mentioning.

	“We haven’t meant to trouble you,” she says, attempting to inject brightness into her voice. “Perhaps you could simply point us toward the sawmill, or even back to the road—”

	She stops short when the man to the left of the scowler growls and adjusts his grip on his axe. He glances to either side as if trying to form a consensus with his fellow woodcutters. Myrrh does not like the way this is going.

	“Really, I…”

	Myrrh’s words die as the men charge.

	Startled, Mink’s horse rears and its hoof strikes a glancing blow on the assassin’s shoulder. Mink cries through gritted teeth as she jumps away and starts pawing at her maid’s clothing. A heartbeat later, a knife appears in her hand. Myrrh reacts a moment later, yanking her dagger from its hidden sheath in her velvet dress. Warrell’s steel sings as he brings his short sword to bear.

	“Get back, Nab,” Myrrh yells as she closes ranks with Mink. The assassin’s first knife is already arrowing for the lumberjacks. It sinks into a man’s chest, plunging to the hilt.

	“Wait!” Nab yells. “Don’t run in.”

	Myrrh’s stomach crawls into her throat when she glances back in time to see Nab vault onto his pony, landing with his feet on the saddle. He stands tall over the scene.

	She shrieks and jumps in front of his pony, determined to defend him with her life.

	Abruptly, one of the men stops running. He looks dazed.

	“Your friend there called you a wallowing sow,” Nab yells. The shadow of his arm falls over her as he points at another of the men.

	As if in a trance, the dazed man shouts, runs forward, and strikes his friend’s cheek with the flat of the axe blade. Waking from the cantrip’s grip, he shakes his head as his companion falls flat on his face, not even trying to break his fall.

	The standing man blinks, then shrugs and rushes forward.

	It’s now three against three, not counting Nab who, though he flaps his arms and yells, can’t seem to catch another lumberjack’s attention with his cantrip. Myrrh, Mink, and Warrell run in.

	The men are strong and skilled with their axes, but they’re clearly accustomed to hitting tree trunks, not moving combatants. Myrrh easily dodges a massive swipe of the nearest man’s weapon, ducking under it and coming back up to slice him across the forearm. She doesn’t want to kill anyone. Given the way they were acting—too quick to anger, irrational in their defense of Craghold—she suspects they aren’t themselves. 

	As she steps forward following her slash at the man’s arm, she aims an elbow for his kidneys. He grunts and staggers away from the blow. Spinning on the ball of her foot, she leaps, intent on grabbing hold of the man from behind and clubbing him on the temple.

	Mink gets there first, stepping in and opening the man’s throat in a motion too effortless for killing a man.

	He falls, hand clutching the gaping wound on his neck. Myrrh fights a sudden surge of nausea. Before she can plead with Mink for restraint, the assassin is on another of the two remaining assailants. Her knife punches between the man’s ribs twice, three times. He sags, goes down on a knee, and at the last minute looks up at the assassin with deep confusion.

	“Incapacitate only!” Myrrh shouts as Warrell deflects a heavy blow from the last man’s axe. “Warrell, don’t kill him.”

	But it’s too late. She doubts Warrell means for the slash to cut so deep into the man’s belly. It looks like he’s operating on instinct, his body reacting after years of fighting, often against men wearing leather armor. These woodcutters wear only linen tunics and canvas trousers. They’re not fighters. They simply came here to chop down trees.

	Myrrh stands blinking, her thoughts racing. Why did the scowling man say all the timber belongs to Craghold? From what Myrrh understands, the fortress no longer controls the surrounding land—at least that’s what Glint said. Dizzied, she hurries to check the man who was dropped by the blow from his friend.

	When she rolls him over, she has to look away to hold down her lunch. It wasn’t the blow that killed the man but rather the rock embedded in the earth where he fell. His forehead is caved in where it struck the stone.

	She shoots a grief-filled look toward Nab. The boy stands with fists balled. 

	“You tried,” she says softly.

	He doesn’t answer. Just shakes his head.

	Mink is already in motion, dragging the bodies out of plain sight and into the thick undergrowth at the edge of the clearing. After a moment, Warrell joins her. Myrrh can only stare for a few long breaths. Do they feel any remorse at all?

	But after a moment, her wits return. She helps move the last two men, tossing the axes deep into the undergrowth. Less than half an hour after the group’s arrival at the river, only the dark brown of blood staining the grass shows what happened.

	Myrrh shakes her head and swallows. “Let’s find Vera. I need answers. Now.”

	***

	The so-called cottage is a rundown shack with holes in its moss-covered roof, the door hanging off its hinges, and a tangle of brambles growing halfway up the walls. What was once a path of stepping-stones leading to the front stoop is now a narrow moss-floored passage between snarled thornbushes, only a hint of stone peeking out from the green cushion underfoot.

	Myrrh sighs and shakes her head. Since leaving the bodies of the lumberjacks behind, she’s been trying to tell herself that this wasn’t a trap after all, that the woodcutters’ presence was just an unfortunate coincidence. Looking at this cottage, though, she guesses it was just an easy spot for Ned to send them for his ambush.

	But seeing as they’ve come all this way and killed five men in the process, Myrrh tiptoes up to the front step. The wood doesn’t appear like it will hold weight, and she doesn’t want to send any rotten splinters into her ankle if it breaks. She reaches for the half-open door and tugs, but the lower corner has embedded itself in the soft wood of the floor, and it won’t budge.

	“Hello?” she calls, even though it’s obvious there’s no one inside. Not unexpectedly, the only answer comes from the birds chirping in the eaves. For good measure, she leans over the hedge of brambles beneath the window and peers in. It’s too dim to make out much detail, but the shaft of light falling from the roof exposes a patch of rotten floorboards, most so decayed that mushrooms have sprouted in the cracks.

	Sighing, she turns and shakes her head. The others remained at the entrance to the footpath, holding their horses by the reins—wait. Where’s Nab? His pony’s lead is wrapped around the pommel of Mink’s saddle, but the boy is nowhere in view.

	Sixes. She should have pulled him aside after seeing that look on his face when she rolled the dead lumberjack. It wasn’t Nab’s fault the man died—he tried to save him. But Myrrh knows all too well how hard it is to feel responsible for a death. At least once a week she wakes from a nightmare were a teenaged boy falls off a barge and drowns.

	Her throat is tight as she rushes forward. “Nab…where’d he go?”

	Warrell blinks in confusion, then looks back. The big man’s eyes widen. “I don’t—”

	Myrrh hisses him into silence when she hears brush crackle to her left. Maybe it’s her imagination, but she thinks she hears voices. “Nab?” she shouts as she whirls.

	“Here!” A small hand emerges from the brush around the side of the cottage. The brambles grow higher than his head, but when he jumps, she glimpses his ratted hair.

	“Another trail, Myrrh,” Mink says, shoving a leg into the brush. “So faint I would’ve missed it.” The woman starts down the other path, grunting and shoving through the thornbushes. After a minute, Warrell shrugs and gathers the reins for the mounts, tangling them in the brush to discourage wandering before plowing in behind the assassin. Hurried steps bring Myrrh to the trail, and she follows in Warrell’s considerable wake.

	Built against the back wall of the cottage—and effectively hidden by the ruined building—stands a snug lean-to. The wood planks are so fresh they haven’t silvered with age, and Myrrh can smell the sap. A woven cage hangs on a hook beside the door. Inside, a pigeon sidles back and forth on a perch, watching with keen eyes.

	The elderly bird keeper sits on a three-legged stool, her lined face warmed by a pool of filtered sunlight that falls into the clearing behind the cottage. Nab is standing beside her with a look that’s far too smug. Nearby, a fire—smokeless, probably due to extremely dry wood—still smolders.

	“Hello, Myrrh,” the woman says. “We met before when you came with Meredith. We just weren’t properly introduced.”

	Myrrh nods and avoids Nab’s eyes. She is going to have to give him another lecture about their disguise as merchants—not thieves going by handles—once she knows he’s okay after the fight at the riverbank. 

	“When I came to free the man from Craghold’s dungeon. I remember.”

	“To free your mentor, you mean?” the woman asks with a sly smirk. “And don’t blame the boy for giving away your identity—I saw the twitch in your cheek when I used your name. It wasn’t young Nab here who told me.”

	Myrrh’s brow lowers as she steps closer. “Who have you been talking to then?”

	“Why don’t we sit and have some tea?” The woman nods at Warrell. “If you wouldn’t mind, the past weeks have been wearying. I have more stools inside, and the kettle should still be hot. The tea’s in a tin on the shelf.”

	


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	“TO ANSWER YOUR question,” Vera says as they settle into a circle with steaming cups of tea, “I’ve been writing to Dominic, and he back to me since you and Meredith came to Craghold. I hadn’t seen Meredith since she was a child, of course. She was taken away for martial training—to be prepared to take on the role of Scythe—at around ten. But I recognized her easily, just as I’m sure I’ll recognize Dominic when—if—he returns.” She smiles faintly. “It’s nice to know they’ve found one another again. They were such sweet playmates—cared for each other. Before Dominc left for Ostgard and she was sent to the soldiers’ camp, I always thought their relationship would develop into something else when they got older.”

	Glint and the Scythe? Childhood playmates? Myrrh can’t even imagine it. She struggles against the sudden free fall in her thoughts. How many other people thought that early friendship would grow into something else? And why hadn’t Myrrh paid attention to what an attractive woman the Scythe is until now? She remembers her surprise when Glint first called the woman by her given name, and how the Scythe—Meredith—didn’t even blink.

	She needs to stop thinking about this. Five men just died, and she has much bigger problems to consider than whether Glint is attracted to his bodyguard. Half the time, Myrrh wonders why she keeps letting him occupy any of her attention. He might have saved her life a time or two, but she wouldn’t have been in those situations if not for the trouble he brought into her life.

	Maybe she’s shallow, and it’s that dazzling smile that yanks her toward him. Or the clever mind. Or his nearly impenetrable confidence.

	Stop it, Myrrh. She grits her teeth and takes a deep breath. This is not the time.

	With the birdsong overhead and the rushing of the water drifting from around the cottage, it’s almost peaceful in Vera’s little clearing. A few hours spent here, and Myrrh could almost forget the bloody fight by the riverbank. But for now, the horror is still lurking in her gut. 

	With a sip of tea, she puts on a calm-but-curious mask and turns her attention back to Vera. “When you say you’ve been writing, does that mean he knows something’s wrong in Craghold? For that matter, can you tell us what’s happening? On the way here—”

	“Nab told me you were attacked,” the woman says, her face darkening. “It’s likely they were working in this area because they heard rumors I was hiding nearby. I apologize.”

	“Will someone come looking for them?”

	The woman’s brow furrows as she thinks. “If Bartholomew knew for certain that I’d hid in this area, he would’ve sent determined searchers. Assigning woodcutters to this section of forest likely allowed him to keep watch without squandering resources. As it stands, the men won’t be missed until later this evening. And I have…friends that can help me move the bodies so they aren’t discovered.”

	“Bartholomew?”

	“I’ll explain shortly. Does anyone but Ned know you came this way?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “Not unless we were followed.”

	“Good. As far as I know, Ned still has a grip on himself. He won’t betray you. Still, I don’t suggest you remain long. Not in Pineshadow or anywhere near Craghold, and neither should you dally too long speaking to me—I’ll need to gather my things and relocate before evening.” 

	Myrrh shifts, not sure how to respond to that. “It was a long journey to reach Pineshadow, and I still have much to accomplish.”

	A faintly amused smile touches the woman’s lips. “So I hear. Two of the last pigeons I received before fleeing were messages sent from Dominic to the old castellan—ordinarily I wouldn’t have read private communication, but the mood in the hold had already turned. Dominic said that you were coming to gain an acquaintance with his ancestral home, seeing as you’ll be marrying into it.”

	“I…” Myrrh feels the heat in her cheeks, finding it surprisingly difficult to keep up the facade of the engagement. 

	Vera snorts in amusement. “Yes, I know you aren’t engaged. Dominic—Glint—has told me some things about his life now. He mentions you often, but not as his betrothed.” 

	“What does he say?”

	“I wouldn’t dare share a young man’s secrets, especially with the woman they involve. But I am aware that you’ve been playing the role of his fiancée while he tries to relieve Ostgard’s greediest merchants of their fortunes.”

	The stool is rather low to the ground, bringing Myrrh’s knees level with the bottom of her ribcage when she sets her feet flat. When she tries to adjust her position, it rocks up onto a single leg. Tea sloshes over the rim of her cup.

	Nab has been staring with fascination at the caged pigeon, but now he laughs. “I bet he told you she’s graceful too. I like Glint, but he is kind of a lying scoundrel.”

	Myrrh shoots the boy a glare, but she can’t put much ice into it. The fact that he’s able to tease her makes her hopeful that he’ll move past the fight at the river.

	“So you don’t know why I’m really here then?” Myrrh asks.

	Vera shakes her head. “But I’ve been hoping you would find me. Dominic says you’re a clever woman. I couldn’t leave word for you because it’s impossible to know who to trust in Pineshadow anymore. Ned I was still fairly certain of. Enough that when he asked my son how to find me—”

	“Wait. I thought your son was riding to another town to find a bird keeper,” Myrrh says.

	“He was.” Vera grimaces. “Returned yesterday. It seems Bartholomew was ahead of me. The birds in a day’s ride in either direction have been poisoned.”

	Myrrh grimaces and inspects the woman for a moment. “Seeing as you’re aware I’m not engaged to the heir to Craghold—and since Glint told you Hawk was a friend—I guess there’s no harm in telling you the true story. Something happened to Hawk while he was locked in Craghold’s dungeon. I need to understand what. It’s…important.”

	“Hmm,” Vera says before pausing to sip her tea. “Well, I have a theory.”

	“You saw how he changed?”

	The woman nods. “Came in spitting and kicking, left like he was walking in his sleep. I’ve been thinking about that since.”

	“Does your theory involve the oathbinding magic?”

	The woman sits up straighter. “Now that is surprising. I didn’t think anyone else would draw the conclusion. What led you to it?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “Not me. It came from a man. A…thief.” She pauses, waiting for a reaction from the woman. Given what Vera has said, she seems aware that not all Glint’s endeavors are strictly legal, but she may not fully grasp the extent of his villainy. When Vera says nothing, Myrrh continues, “We had a rash of unexplained deaths in Ostgard, and this man, Rattle, believed they were the work of something called a Death Cloak. Supposedly, this being enters the world through a gateway formed when a person’s spirit becomes severed from their body. He believed that happened to Hawk during his stay in Craghold.”

	Holding her teacup lightly in the fingertips of both hands, Vera lets her eyes go distant, as if thinking. “Severed. Yes, I suppose that could happen.”

	Myrrh nods. “I came to learn what I can about the magic in hopes I can fix Hawk.”

	“I see.”

	“Can you help me?”

	“Well,” the woman says, “the truth is, oathbinding magic hadn’t been used in more than a century—”

	“Wait, what?” Myrrh says, unable to help herself from interrupting. “But what about the Scythe? She’s bound to Glint’s family.”

	Vera holds up a hand as if asking for patience. “She is indeed oathbound to serve the Evenescuel family line. The vow passed from her father when he died. An oath of fealty from one family to another is the most powerful of the bindings that were in use during the centuries when the magic was practiced, which is why it endured even after the practice faded.”

	“But you think someone is using the magic again?”

	Vera nods. She glances over the treetops and grimaces. Myrrh turns to look. The sky has darkened again, promising more rain by evening.

	The bird keeper shakes her head. “Hate this season. Anyway, to understand oathbinding, it would probably help for you to hear a brief history of the Crags region. For the last century, the families who owned the three major holdfasts, Craghold, Spireloft, and The Stone, have needed to look outside the region in search of wealth and power—that’s the reason Dominic’s father took his family to Ostgard in search of merchant contracts. Aside from small tracts of land surrounding the fortresses, the families have no claim on any resources in the area. Just securing enough coin to employ castle staff from the nearby towns has sometimes been a struggle for the families.”

	“It can’t have always been that way though,” Myrrh says. Her tea is growing cold, and she takes a few sips to try to finish it more quickly.

	After another glance at the sky, Vera nods to Myrrh’s companions. “As I mentioned, I don’t think it would be wise for me to stay here after your…encounter with the woodcutters. I should be gathering my things now, but Myrrh needs to hear this story…”

	Warrell is immediately on his feet. “How would you like them packed?”

	“I won’t be able to take everything today. There’s a rucksack inside the door. If you’ll be so kind, I’ll need my bedroll and clothing. After that, whatever will fit from the food stores. I’ll send someone back to fetch more if it seems safe. It would help if the rest of my possessions were gathered in one place.”

	Myrrh casts a glance at Nab, expecting the boy to complain about the assignment. He seems to be fighting the urge, but for once, he controls it and heads into the small lean-to without a word.

	“For many centuries, the people of the Crags region worshiped a god named Shevan the Proud. It’s through him that the oaths have power, and the greatest bindings were granted to the most devout. The three fortresses were at constant war with one another, each lord vying to expand his territory and secure oaths from the greatest number of people. Particularly people who followed Shevan, because the power transfers from vassal to oathlord. The more oathbound followers, the more a particular lord could bind. Whenever a town was conquered, the priests forcibly transfer the oathbindings of the citizens from the old lord to the new. It was a bloody era in the Crags with many settlements changing hands multiple times a year.”

	“So an oathbinding isn’t made by choice?” Myrrh asks.

	“As far as I understand, that was the original custom. Commoners swore fealty to their lord in hopes that by joining with a greater organization, they would gain more security for their settlements and families. The problems arose when roads began to connect the Crags settlements and horses were introduced into the region. At that point, the territory controlled by each of the holdfasts started to feel small, and their lords began to look beyond their former boundaries. The practice of forced oathbinding probably started slowly, but in the end, it was rampant.”

	Myrrh grimaces and shakes her head. It doesn’t sound so different from the syndicates in Ostgard. Kingpins and crime bosses always want more than they have.

	“So what ended the practice?”

	“In the end, the priests tired of the bloodshed. They refused to transfer any more oaths, and some even began searching for a means to sever the ties.”

	Immediately, Myrrh sits up straighter. “Did they find a way? If Hawk’s condition is due to an oathbinding, is it possible to have a priest undo it?”

	Vera casts her an apologetic look. “If a means to free a person of an oath was found, it wasn’t widely used. Most people remained bound to their oathlord until their death. But since most of the bindings were simple vows of fealty, not the more powerful bond between families, which holds Meredith still, and because the priests refused to bind more people against their will, eventually the oaths passed from the world. Belief in Shevan the Proud waned to almost nothing. Apparently, though, some semblance of the priesthood remained, and somehow, Bartholomew found them.”

	“So now am I going to get to hear who this Bartholomew is?”

	The elderly bird keeper smirks. “I give you credit for patience. Bartholomew is the son of the old castellan. When his father dies, he is to inherit care of Craghold. For all the years that Dominic’s father was away in Ostgard acting as Maire, Bartholomew’s father has been managing the affairs of the fortress. And since the Maire’s only heir had disappeared in his teens following the death of his mother, most people assumed the castellan—or Bartholomew if his father had already died at that point—would inherit Craghold upon Dominic’s father’s death.”

	Myrrh finishes her last swallow of tea, which is now rather cold. “But then Glint resurfaced.”

	Vera nods. “In talking with Dominic via letters, I understand the relationship with his father is rather strained. But we didn’t know that in Craghold.”

	“All you knew was that the family line was restored, and the castellan would not be inheriting the fortress.”

	“Exactly. We learned Dominic had returned to Ostgard shortly after your friend Hawk was shoved into our dungeon—after years of using the cells to store root vegetables, it was quite a surprise to have a prisoner. Anyway, this is the part of my story that goes from history to theory…I think that the news of Dominic’s return drove Bartholomew to seek out priests with knowledge of oathbinding and Shevan. Unfortunately, I have no proof. But it seems a likely explanation for the recent changes in Craghold and the town. Shortly before people began acting strangely, a group of three men arrived at Craghold. Bartholomew insisted they be given private rooms and that no one but he or his father be allowed to speak with them. In the weeks since, I’ve concluded they were probably the priests.”

	Myrrh sets the cup on the spongy ground beside her stool. Inside the lean-to, something clatters as it falls to the floor.

	“How can you tell if someone is oathbound?”

	Vera shakes her head. “That’s part of the problem. It’s difficult to be certain because the binding doesn’t steal their wits or even change much about their personality except when it comes to loyalty to their oathlord. In that they become irrationally devoted.”

	“That’s why the woodcutters attacked when they thought we were a threat to Craghold,” Myrrh says.

	Vera nods. “I suspect so. But if they’d been clever, as some of the oathbound are, they would’ve hidden their reaction long enough to find out more about your purpose. Given what I understand of your…trade, I’m sure you know the value in disguising your loyalties. That’s why it’s so difficult to know who to trust in Pineshadow. If my theory is right, and Bartholomew has resurrected the oathbinding magic, anyone could be in thrall to the castellan’s son. But only the least clever would let it be known.”

	Myrrh grimaces, understanding the difficulty now. It’s similar to the challenge of dealing with the unscrupulous criminals in Ostgard’s underworld. Anything someone says could be a lie. In the case of Pineshadow, the deceit would be calculated to protect Bartholomew and Craghold’s interests.

	“So what do you think this has to do with Hawk? He doesn’t seem loyal to this Bartholomew. He doesn’t seem loyal to anything.”

	Vera casts her eyes down and clasps her hands on her lap. “Oathbinding was a lost art for many years. I suspect Bartholomew and his priests had to experiment until they could perform it properly. The arrival of a prisoner likely presented an ideal opportunity. None of us knew your friend Hawk, so no one was paying attention to what befell him. If other strange things hadn’t started happening, I probably would have thought nothing of his transformation. I’m sorry.”

	Myrrh’s chest feels hollow at the thought of Hawk enduring Bartholomew’s experiments. She takes a few deep breaths. The clamor inside the lean-to slows, and soon, Warrell ducks out the door with a packed rucksack. 

	“Glint doesn’t know any of this?” Myrrh asks.

	Vera shakes her head. “On the morning I escaped Craghold, I woke to find my pigeons dead in their cages.” She nods toward the single bird on its wooden perch. “I spied this one circling the hold, unsure whether to land without seeing me below. Archers were on the walls taking aim, and an arrow got her through the wing. I was fortunate to have seen where she fell and to have gotten there before Bartholomew’s people.”

	“Are there more inside the fortress now?”

	The bird keeper casts her a suspicious glance. “It’s likely more have arrived with messages, but I can’t say whether Bartholomew has let them live. If you think you can get in there and send a message, you’re sorely misinformed on bird keeping. They won’t fly for anyone but the keeper who raised them from hatchlings. At least, not if you wish your message to arrive at the proper destination.”

	“I figured as much but had to ask.” Myrrh takes a deep breath. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. After we leave today, is there some way I can contact you again?”

	Vera narrows her eyes yet again. “After all I just told you, you aren’t still determined to stay in Pineshadow, are you?”

	Myrrh rubs a hand over her knee. “I don’t know. I need to consider carefully what to do next. Many lives depend on it.”

	“Dominic did say you were stubborn.”

	“The truth is, I’d much rather be back in my Rat Town safe house. But the issue with the Death Cloak is rather serious.”

	Vera purses her lips. “I doubt you’ll learn much more here.”

	“But I feel I should try.”

	The old woman sighs. “Well, before I forget, there is one other thing.”

	“Oh?”

	“Something Dominic said in the pair of letters he sent the old castellan. I don’t quite understand it, but maybe you will. He said the vial is phantom, one crystal beneath the tongue to dwindle to a ghost. Only once a season or you may cease to exist entirely.”

	Well, that’s a bit of good news at least. Despite everything, Myrrh fights the urge to smile. Before leaving, she asked Glint to help her identify the other Haava substances. Seems he had some success.

	“Thank you,” Myrrh says, artfully pretending not to see the curious expression on Vera’s face.

	After letting the silence linger, the woman sighs. “Around a hundred paces behind the blacksmith shop, there’s a tree with a hollow at head height. Leave a message for me there if you’d like to talk again. But please consider my warnings. Glint is fond of you, and he was dear to me once.”

	As much as Myrrh wants to assure the woman she’ll leave immediately, a faint idea has started to form. There are a few things she’d like to do before heading back to Ostgard. “A couple more questions, if you don’t mind.”

	“Have at it,” Vera says, gathering her teacup and the kettle.

	“It sounds like the best solution might be to simply…eliminate Bartholomew. Is there a problem with that idea?”

	The woman sighs. “In some ways, that’s the worst part of the oathbinding magic. If the oathlord dies without warning their vassals and asking them to carry the oathlord’s memory forward, few of the oathbound survive the shock. Those who do often lose their sanity. Some even take their own lives.”

	Myrrh grimaces. Better to live a somewhat normal life in servitude than be driven mad for lack of a master.

	“The oathbinding,” she says. “Do you know how the priests perform it?”

	“I believe it requires an incantation and strong faith in Shevan,” Vera says. 

	Myrrh nods. “And you believe this group of three priests came to Craghold? They must still be there if townsfolk are being oathbound.”

	“Probably, but there have been many strange comings and goings. By now, more than three priests have been recruited to the cause, I fear.”

	“Is there a way to recognize them? It seems that avoiding the priests would be the best way to guard against being oathbound.”

	“The best way to guard against being oathbound would be to leave Pineshadow,” Vera says with a flat stare. “Beyond that, look at their hands. Each wears an iron ring etched with an image of a craggy peak.”

	“Ahh!” Nab says as he emerges from the lean-to. “That’s why everyone keeps looking at our hands!”

	“People are wondering if we’re priests…” Mink says, tapping a finger on her chin. “Can we use that?”

	“Maybe,” Warrell says.

	Vera sighs and rolls her eyes. “Well, if you’re going to start to lay plans that don’t involve riding back to Ostgard before sundown, I don’t want to hear it. Don’t want the guilt and responsibility.” The woman stands, joints cracking, and hobbles to her rucksack. “So please get going. I need to be on my way anyway, and we can’t risk being seen together.”

	“Thank you,” Myrrh says as she rises from her stool. “I’d like to hear what Dominic was like as a child someday.”

	The woman snorts. “Better start thinking like a wise adult instead of a heroic child then.”

	


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	“WHAT ARE YOU thinking, Myrrh?” Warrell asks as he nudges his mount up even with hers. They ride at a slow pace despite the looming clouds, heading for town and the inn.

	“I hope you’re thinking we should do what the old lady says,” Nab calls from behind, his voice too loud. “I don’t want to stay here and become a slave to some castle guy. I already have enough bossy people in my life…Myrrh.”

	Mink hushes the boy with some quiet words, sparing Myrrh the need.

	“Vera’s story makes sense,” Myrrh says in a low voice. She holds the reins in one hand and fiddles with the ends of the strap with the other. “Bartholomew expected to inherit Craghold, and when he learned that wouldn’t be the case, he found priests willing to take up the old ways. And given the grip he already has on the fortress and town, I don’t know whether Glint will be able to take it back.”

	“The truth is,” Mink says as she rides up on Myrrh’s other side, “I don’t get the sense Glint wants to keep the hold. It seems like more of an obligation than anything.”

	“If it were just the fortress, that might be true,” Warrell says. “But unfortunately, Glint has an irrational dislike for tyrants. He won’t be pleased to learn that someone is recruiting a legion of thralls. And I’ve been thinking about those swords the blacksmith is making…I’m not sure Bartholomew is likely to be content sitting in Craghold with a handful of townsfolk under his power.”

	Fat raindrops start pattering down, and Myrrh adjusts her cloak in hopes it will keep her dress from getting drenched again. 

	“Seems he wants to bring back the old ways in more ways than just by restoring the magic,” she says.

	Mink snarls as she shakes the wrinkles from the cloak she had rolled and tied behind her saddle. “And every person he recruits and presses into the faith gives him the power to oathbind more, whether they be simple carpenters or hardened soldiers.”

	Myrrh shakes her head, wrapping the reins around a finger. “People at the Stalwart Pony were checking our hands for priest’s rings. Between that and the poisoned pigeons in nearby towns, I think his influence has already spread beyond Craghold and Pineshadow. It sounds to me like he’s been sending his priests out and binding people from the surrounding areas. He may already have gathered a considerable fighting force. There were more sentries than I expected around the fortress last night.” 

	“All of this just seems like more reason to leave,” Nab comments. At least he’s keeping his voice down now. Combined with the hiss of the rain, his words are drowned out enough that someone would have to be quite close to hear the boy.

	“Believe it or not, I’m starting to agree with you,” Myrrh says. “But we have at least a couple things to accomplish first.”

	“What about Hawk, Myrrh?” Warrell says. “The information Vera had about breaking the oathbinding didn’t sound hopeful.”

	Myrrh swallows. She’s been trying to avoid thinking about that since the bird keeper explained the difficulty. “No, it didn’t sound promising. But at least in his case his spirit is already”—she coughs as her throat tightens down—“at least we know we can release his body from life if we can’t return his spirit. It would be something of a mercy compared to letting him remain like this. It seems almost worse for the others who’ve been oathbound. It doesn’t change who they are except for the single fact of their unwavering loyalty to Bartholomew.”

	“Not our problem though,” Mink says.

	Myrrh closes her eyes for a minute. She wishes it were that easy. But even if she could forget what’s happening here and let someone else deal with it, she owes it to Hawk to keep trying. And though her feelings about Glint are complicated, she doesn’t want to leave him to watch his home fall under Bartholomew like this. 

	“Glint will need all the information we can get,” she says.

	Mink huffs. “Don’t you think we’ve learned enough about what’s going on here?”

	“Almost, but seeing as we’re some of Ostgard’s finest thieves and sneaks, don’t you think we can try a little harder? What do you guys say about a trip into Craghold? Given what Bartholomew has been up to, there might even be some loot on offer.”

	Sour-faced just moments before, Mink brightens. “If that’s what’s on your mind, I could be persuaded to stay another day.”

	


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	MYRRH NODS AT Mink when the light knock comes at the door to the bedroom in the Stalwart Pony. The assassin slides to the corner of the room that will put her behind anyone entering from the hallway. Meanwhile, Warrell unsheathes his short sword and sets it on the table in front of him.

	“You ready?” Myrrh asks Nab.

	The boy rolls his eyes. “No. I’m busy playing dice; can’t you tell?” 

	Myrrh’s nostrils flare as she sighs. “Just make sure to wait for my nod.”

	Pausing to latch the shutter, snuffing the evening light that slants into the room, Myrrh moves to the door. They can’t start work at Craghold until after dark, and seeing as they have some time to kill, she decided to try to get some information from Nettle. Edwin was all too eager when Myrrh asked if the girl could bring them dinner. She doesn’t know whether that’s because he’s in league with Bartholomew and he’s hoping for an opportunity to slip nightbark into their food or whether he’s just relieved they’re finally availing themselves of the inn’s hospitality.

	Either way, the serving girl is in for a surprise. 

	Myrrh opens the door a crack and peers out. “Yes?”

	“Dinner, Mistress.”

	Nettle enters the room with the tray clutched so tight her knuckles blanch. The girl is already nervous, which may make their job easier.

	As Myrrh steps around the girl and takes the tray from her grip, Mink springs. Within a heartbeat, her blade is at Nettle’s throat.

	Nettle closes her eyes, fingers splayed as she whispers some sort of prayer.

	“I believe this is yours,” Myrrh says, twirling the braided leather and ribbon around her fingers.

	The girl doesn’t answer, and her eyes stay clamped shut. Shrugging, Myrrh grabs the girl’s wrist and presses the braid into her palm. Nettle squeaks.

	“I assume you’d like to explain why you dosed my guardsman with a sedative, then snuck into his room.”

	Nettle’s lips tremble, and she seems to be trying to say something, but no sound comes. She’s obviously terrified, which isn’t the reaction Myrrh expected after the lumberjacks were so quick to anger when challenged. She thought the girl might lash out or try to talk her way past the accusation. It’s possible that fear is an act, but if so, Nettle might have a bright future with a troupe of performers.

	“Mink,” Myrrh says softly. “Let’s give her a moment.”

	Kicking out the chair, Mink plants a hand on the girl’s shoulder. As she pulls her knife away from Nettle’s throat, she pushes her into the seat, then stalks around to face the girl.

	“My mistress asked for an explanation.”

	Nettle’s eyelids flutter, and a tear leaks from the corner of her eye. Her gaze flies between their faces as her lips move, but her voice is still lost in her throat.

	Myrrh sighs and takes a seat on the bed, gesturing for Mink to give the girl some space. “Even if you were trying to steal, we aren’t going to hurt you.”

	The girl shakes her head so violently, Myrrh’s taken aback.

	“I wasn’t—they have my mam, Mistress! My mam and Jakob both. I thought you might be bound for Craghold, and maybe if I searched through your things, I might find answers.”

	Myrrh leans forward. If this is an act, she can play along. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Who has your mam?”

	“I don’t know. Well, I know that it’s them up in Craghold, but I don’t know who’s behind it.”

	The girl’s hands flutter as she straightens her hair. When she accidentally drops the braided leather, her face crumples. Myrrh leans down, picks it up, and hands it back.

	“People in Craghold have your mother?”

	The girl nods.

	“Did they steal her away?”

	Nettle shakes her head. “She worked there sometimes, laundering the linens. But a few weeks ago, she went up and never came home. I went up and asked on two different days, but no one would let me in. I know it’s the people with the rings—one came to the gate and started speaking gibberish at me. So I came back and told Edwin and Ned, but they just said we shouldn’t talk about it. Safer that way, they said. But it’s my mam.” She drops her gaze and clutches the braided leather. “And Jakob too.”

	“Who is Jakob?” Myrrh asks gently.

	“He’s my…well, we were waiting to make things official until he finished his leatherworking apprenticeship with Gordon. But he went up to Craghold to deliver a saddle to the castellan’s son, and then…” Nettle blinks away more tears. “It’s different than Mam. He comes out, makes trips back and forth between Gordon’s and the fortress with leather and supplies. But he won’t speak to me even when I get right in front of him.”

	Myrrh feels a twinge of pity for poor Ned and the candle he’s burning for Nettle. Seems the boy doesn’t have a chance. “And you say a man with a ring spoke gibberish at you?”

	The girl swallows. “I couldn’t understand a thing.”

	Myrrh makes eye contact with Warrell. It sounds like the priest tried to use an incantation to oathbind the girl, but that for some reason, it didn’t work. That is, if Nettle is telling the truth about all this. As Myrrh leans back and plants her hands on the bed, she nods at Nab, the signal for him to join in.

	The boy stretches and yawns, walking across the room with such obviously false casualness Myrrh has to contain the urge to roll her eyes. He sits on the bed, then waits until Nettle looks over at him before making the gesture with his fingers. Because she’s not the target of his misdirection, Myrrh watches the motion without fear she’ll be made to walk down the street singing about her lost love—a performance Nab suggested she put on in one of the towns where they stayed during the journey from Ostgard.

	She still doesn’t see what she’s doing differently from him. As far as she can tell, her fingers follow the same movements. But it’s just not working for her.

	Nab, however, is an expert. As he drops his hand back to his lap, Nettle’s eyes go distant.

	“You really want to tell us the truth,” he says. “We can help your mam.”

	One requirement of the cantrip—at least the simple misdirection Rattle taught Nab—is that the caster must suggest something that the mark could naturally be persuaded of. That detail has been bothering Myrrh. How can Nab continue to get her to do these ridiculous things? Surely Myrrh has no secret desire to sing in the middle of a strange town. The best she can figure—and she kind of hates this weakness—is that it’s not the particular suggestions that wiggle into her thoughts. It’s the fact that there are few things she wouldn’t do for the boy.

	Sixing little flea…

	In any case, he did seem to guess right about Nettle’s deeper desires. The girl lifts her gaze to his with a painfully eager expression. Like the fear, Myrrh doubts the emotion is feigned; the girl would have no way to know what Nab’s finger motion was meant to accomplish.

	“Of course I want to tell you the truth,” Nettle says. “My mam is the most important thing in the world to me.”

	“Then you’ll want to answer Myrrh’s questions honestly,” Nab says.

	Wide-eyed, the girl nods. 

	“You know nothing of Bartholomew’s plans?” Myrrh asks. It’s a risk, giving away this hint of what they know, but they’ll be leaving the inn in a few hours regardless.

	A faint wrinkle forms between Nettle’s eyebrows. “Isn’t he the castellan’s son? Never liked him much.”

	“So you don’t know what he’s trying to accomplish.”

	Nettle shakes her head. “No, Mistress.”

	“And you’ve already told us everything you know about Craghold?”

	Abruptly, the girl’s cheeks blush that surprisingly violent shade of pink. “Not exactly.”

	Off to Nettle’s side, Mink stiffens and raises her blade again. Myrrh discourages her with a faint shake of her head.

	“Tell me,” Myrrh says.

	“Well”—Nettle looks to the side and curls her fingers around her thumbs—“I didn’t just go to the front gate to ask about my mam. When they wouldn’t let me in, I tried the secret postern entrance too. I just didn’t say anything because that was a special thing between me and Jakob. And it was locked anyway.”

	“Postern entrance?”

	“A hidden door on the cliff side of the fortress. Jakob and me…well, one of the wings of the keep has been locked up since the Evenescuel family left, but there are still beds in there, and we—”

	“You don’t need to go into the details,” Myrrh cuts in. “But could you describe how to reach this door? Or better, take us there?”

	Nettle nods solemnly. “Anything to help my mam.”

	Very interesting. Myrrh can deal with a locked door. But if it’s barred from the inside, that could be a problem.

	“Do you know if the door was locked or barred?” 

	“I couldn’t see inside, Mistress. Since I couldn’t open it.”

	“Think back. Are there housings on the inside where a bar can be laid?”

	Nettle’s eyes grow distant. After a moment, she shakes her head. “Nothing like that, Mistress.”

	Myrrh meets the others’ eyes, and they each nod. She elbows Nab to tell him to release the girl—by her understanding, the misdirection cantrip ordinarily just works for a moment or two, but the little rat seems to be extraordinarily good at it. He reaches forward and taps Nettle’s knee.

	“You’ll remember your promise,” he says. “But for now, you should return to work.”

	A bit disoriented, Nettle blinks, then smooths her apron. “If dinner looks acceptable, I should be going.”

	“There’s no nightbark in the meal is there?”

	The girl blushes again and glances at Warrell. “It wasn’t nightbark. My mam always said skyberry extract would put anyone to sleep, but I used all that I had in his beer yesterday.”

	“Well, in that case,” Myrrh says, “the dinner looks fine, thank you.”

	


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	DOWN ON THE ground below the edge of the lean-to’s sloping roof, Warrell looks up, raises his arms, and nods. Myrrh drops her second trunk into his waiting hands. He turns and sets it beside the rest of their luggage.

	That should be the last of their things, but Myrrh creeps back up the roof to check the windows just in case. The rooms are bare and the beds made. On the nightstand in her bedroom, Myrrh has left a neat stack of silver coins and a note explaining that the mountain weather was abruptly too much for her.

	Not that Edwin is likely to believe the excuse, but maybe it will give him something to say if officials from Craghold come asking. She swings the shutter closed over the window and slips back down to the edge of the roof. A quick jump lands her beside Warrell and the luggage.

	She catches Nab’s eye. He’s standing watch at the stable door, looking very self-important. She has to admit he has been useful over the past couple days. Unfortunately, that will just make it harder to urge him toward an honest vocation. Nab wants to be a thief more than she ever did. When she was his age, picking pockets was her only way to scrounge enough coin for food. A necessity but not a desire. 

	She hoped the fight at the river might have reduced his enthusiasm, but it doesn’t look that way.

	While Warrell and Myrrh have been emptying the rooms of their possessions, Mink has been readying the horses. The assassin leads them out one by one. Myrrh once again lashes her trunks—and the fortune they contain—behind the saddle. All except for a single crystal of this new substance, phantom, which she tucked into a tiny pocket on the back of her leather glove, and three lumps of glimmer resin she pocketed to give to the others.

	At Myrrh’s nod, the party mounts up.

	“Stolen plenty of horses in my life,” Mink whispers. “But never had to make off with my own.”

	On the way through town, Myrrh leads the party along the backs of buildings where fallen pine needles soften the ground, and the horses’ hooves clack against fewer rocks than they would on the street. Near the edge of Pineshadow, Myrrh spots Nettle’s shadow standing beside a sturdy mountain pony. Good. They could have done this without the girl’s help, but it will be easier with her information. 

	Plus, there are things Myrrh still wants to discuss with her.

	A light drizzle mists the air, but the clouds are thin enough to admit a ghostly touch of moonlight. Once close enough to pick her features from the darkness, Myrrh sees that Nettle still wears a confused expression. She’s here by the strength of Nab’s suggestion, but she doesn’t seem to understand the impulse. Still, she has enough sense to mount up quietly and fall in with the party as they ride out of town.

	Once out of earshot from Pineshadow, Myrrh passes the packets of glimmer resin to her companions with instructions to wait until it’s needed. Then she reins back to ride beside Nettle.

	“What do you remember from our conversation when you brought our dinner?” Myrrh asks.

	The girl stares at a point between her pony’s ears. “I’m confused, Mistress. As best I can tell, I blanked out. I do know I agreed to help you…promised to show you to the postern door, though I’m not sure why. Then your lady’s maid came to the kitchen and whispered I should meet you later. She asked if I could ride and where I lived, and I told her how you could find me.”

	Myrrh lays a hand on her thigh, the other on the pommel of the saddle as she rocks with the easy gait of her mare. “We talked about the people controlling Craghold. They have a particular power that they used on your mother. That’s why she doesn’t come home anymore. But you also told us about a man who spoke nonsense at you. He meant to work the same oathbinding on you that has taken your mother, but it didn’t work.”

	“We said all this?” Nettle asks.

	“Most of it. We used a technique, which made you speak the truth, then forget what you’d done.”

	The girl blinks. “Why?”

	“We couldn’t be sure we could trust you.”

	Nettle has her reins clutched in knit woolen gloves, and a scarf wraps her neck. She prepared well for the night’s excursion despite not remembering the conversation. Myrrh silently shakes her head, once again wondering why the sixing cantrip is so difficult for her.

	Touching her scarf and shawl, Nettle seems to be trying to reassure herself that she’s not locked in some sort of dream or hallucination. “I have this certainty that I’m doing this to help my mam,” she says.

	Myrrh nods, a pang of guilt twinging her. “I can’t guarantee that. But I hope so.” She pauses, debating whether to ask Nettle for the next favor, but decides it’s best to take things one at a time. Right now, they still have to get into Craghold and back out.

	***

	The quiet sounds of the horses have faded, their breathing and the swishing of their tails replaced by the occasional trill of a night bird and the soft rustling of footsteps through the pine duff. Myrrh follows behind Warrell and Mink, trusting their glimmer-sight to choose the best path through the woods. Behind her, Nettle is surprisingly stealthy, maybe due to all her practice sneaking around with Jakob. Ahead, the crown of flame atop Craghold’s walls marks the distance they still need to travel. Not far. Myrrh makes a quick sign of the Queen of Nines, asking for boon. The decision to leave Nab alone with the horses still tears at her. But she needs both Warrell and Mink for this plan.

	Ahead, Warrell and Mink freeze, each raising a closed fist to indicate they’ve spotted a sentry. Myrrh reaches back and lays a hand on Nettle’s arm. The girl starts with a quick intake of breath but says nothing. A moment later, Mink creeps forward alone, a knife flashing in her grip. When she springs, the only sign that she’s reached her quarry is a muffled grunt of surprise. The assassin keeps her hand over the sentry’s mouth as she slices through the leather armor protecting his shoulder, the wicked edge of her blade cutting into his skin and delivering a dose of nightbark into his bloodstream. Warrell rushes forward and pins the man’s arms to his side while Mink focuses on keeping him quiet. It takes a good minute of nearly silent struggle before the man starts to sway. Moments later, his knees give out. Warrell and Mink lower him to the ground.

	Myrrh nods. Thank the Nines it worked, since it took all the nightbark she inherited from Rattle to coat their blades—it might be the most common of the Haava substances, but it’s not cheap.

	Nettle’s breath is coming quick, but she’s managed to keep control of herself. Myrrh steps so that her mouth is close to the girl’s ear.

	“It’s like your skyberry. He’ll awaken with a cut on his shoulder and a lot of confusion. That’s all.”

	The girl presses her lips into a thin line, swallows, then nods.

	Reassured that Nettle won’t panic, Myrrh steps forward to join the others.

	“Happy?” Mink asks. Myrrh wouldn’t call her bloodthirsty, necessarily, but the assassin didn’t seem pleased with Myrrh’s desire to avoid harming the oathbound guards. Or maybe Myrrh is being uncharitable with that assumption. It’s hard to know what goes on in the woman’s head. After decades of being known as one of the deadliest killers in Ostgard, does she have any regrets? Any remorse? Or maybe she feels the killings were justified. Maybe they were. Myrrh doesn’t really know what kind of contracts the woman has taken over the years. Regardless, at least she agreed—if reluctantly—to spare lives by using the nightbark. 

	When Myrrh gestures toward the fortress, the scouts step out in front again. They encounter four more sentries posted between the first one and the walls. But thanks to Mink’s skill with her blades, they are all sleeping peacefully beneath tents of pine boughs by the time the party reaches the cleared area near the fortress.

	“This is as far as you go,” she whispers to Nettle. “Can you show us where the postern entrance is?”

	The girl nods. “It’s at the far corner. Behind the gooseberry bush. But to avoid being visible from the wall, you need to take the trail over here.” She shuffles toward the cliff top and points to a faint path that seems to approach a gap between boulders before petering out. “We always make sure we scatter sticks back over the track so they don’t find it.”

	From the entrance of the trail, Myrrh peers back at the wall. A hedge of brush and low trees has grown up against the rear wall of the fortress. Unfortunately, the bushes look pretty much the same to her. 

	“How do I know which is gooseberry?” she asks.

	The girl blinks as if confused. “It’s the only one with berries.”

	“Oh.”

	“Should I stay here then?” Nettle asks.

	Myrrh takes a moment to consider. The route back is clear of sentries, provided the girl follows their approximate passage. “Can you find the horses in the darkness?”

	Nettle’s brow furrows in a perplexed expression. “I don’t see how anyone couldn’t. It’s not like I’ve never walked in the forest before.”

	A sarcastic response forms in Myrrh’s mind, but she doesn’t speak it. She would likely be just as confused if a mountain dweller were to become lost in the system of storm drains beneath Maire’s Quarter.

	“We’ll wait until you’re safely away before making for the wall then,” she says.

	Nettle nods and quickly steps back into the deeper shadows. Within just a few breaths, Myrrh can’t even hear her.

	She turns back to Mink and Warrell. “Are we clear about the plan?”

	Warrell nods. “I’ll stay just inside the postern gate to keep watch.”

	“You want me to explore the structures I can reach from the entrance without exposing myself,” Mink says. “Basically, don’t be an idiot and walk across the inner bailey.”

	“And try to find out what you can about the priests,” Myrrh says.

	Mink sucks her teeth for a minute. “And if I find them?”

	Myrrh knows what she’s asking. It would be a good opportunity to rid Bartholomew of some of his tools, but the assassin wants Myrrh to take some responsibility for the decision. Myrrh thinks about the oathbound lumberjacks who picked a fight they couldn’t win out of irrational loyalty. The priests are responsible for those five deaths, and if Bartholomew plans to use the swords in production at the blacksmith’s shop for conquest, the priests will no doubt be to blame for many more.

	“Dispatch them if you can do it quietly,” Myrrh says with a flat voice. It’s still not easy to approve such a thing, but she doesn’t feel as much remorse as she would have expected. She hopes that’s not a trend. “But whatever you do, don’t let them—”

	“Don’t let them speak,” Mink interrupts. “If they can’t perform the incantation, they can’t oathbind me. I get it.”

	Myrrh nods. “Take what you can from their rooms, particularly the rings. We may want them for disguises.”

	“I’m still not comfortable with your part of the plan, Myrrh,” Warrell says.

	“It does seem an…odd choice for you to be the one to search Bartholomew’s chamber,” Mink says.

	Myrrh knows why they’re hesitating. Mink is deadly accurate with her knives and a crossbow, and Warrell could easily take down twice as many attackers as Myrrh. Worse, she used glimmer last night, so she can’t even augment her sight and reflexes. From their perspectives, she’s the least qualified for the job that will likely encounter the most guards. 

	“I learned a little something from Glint’s message to the castellan,” Myrrh says as she pulls the crystal of phantom from the little pocket on her glove. “Don’t be alarmed.”

	“Alarmed?” Warrell asks. 

	When Myrrh slips the crystal under her tongue, the effects are almost immediate. Abruptly she feels…insubstantial. Able to melt into the trees like the breeze.

	Mink gasps in surprise while Warrell blinks, dumbfounded.

	“I assume it worked,” Myrrh whispers. Her voice is softer, like the wind.

	She holds her hand out before her face. It’s no more noticeable than smoke in the air. Yet at the same time, her hand is solid, blocking light from the nearest blaze atop the wall. It’s just—she wouldn’t notice her own body if she weren’t looking for it.

	“Well aren’t you just full of surprises,” Warrell says with a quiet snort.

	Myrrh smirks. “Shall we get on with this?”

	


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	FROM OVERHEAD, MYRRH hears the crackle of the nearest fire on top of the wall. A pair of guards stationed near the blaze speak in low voices, clearly unaware that thieves have slipped between boulders and crawled through a tunnel of brush to reach the foot of the wall. Now, pressed against the cool stone of the fortress and screened by brush, they’re all but invisible.

	Myrrh’s lockpicks make quick work of the lock on the postern door, a slab of rusting iron only as tall as her chest. Clearly, the rear gate wasn’t mean for regular access to the fortress but rather a hidden escape for the occupants in case Craghold were overrun. She cringes as she tugs the door open and the hinges squeal, but the guards above don’t seem to notice.

	She gestures her friends inside.

	Like the door, the tunnel through the base of the wall is so low Myrrh has to crouch to move through. She hurries in and joins Mink and Warrell in a dark alcove beside the tunnel’s exit. There’s just enough space for the three of them to remain in shadow, solid stone construction on three sides. On the other, a narrow aisle leads out of the alcove and into the main part of the fortress.

	Warrell takes up a guard position, his eyes gleaming silver from the glimmer. He’ll have the advantage of both surprise and enhanced sight if anyone blunders up on him. Between that and the nightbark coating the long dagger he chose for the operation, their exit should remain open.

	Myrrh nods at Mink. When the assassin doesn’t react, Myrrh sighs. That, apparently, is a downside of phantom. Her own friends can hardly see her. 

	She taps the assassin on the shoulder. “Let’s go.”

	With a nod, Mink moves forward. Aside from the knives hidden all over her body, she carries a satchel slung over a shoulder, large enough to hold plenty of pilfered valuables. While waiting for nightfall, they discussed the particular dilemma Craghold represents. By rights, it and any valuables inside belong to Glint. But seeing as he hasn’t shown immediate interest in claiming and occupying his birthright, things get questionable. As a group, they’ve decided to remove any prize pickings for “safekeeping.” Whether they’re returned to Glint later will depend on how nicely he asks.

	Of course, any possessions that clearly belong to Bartholomew or the priests are fair game.

	As they creep down the corridor toward an open area where torches cast a yellow glow, Myrrh sniffs. The smell of horse gets stronger and stronger. Hooves clop against a stone floor. Her brow furrows…Myrrh doesn’t remember a stable inside the fortress.

	When she gets her first vantage on the bailey and keep, Myrrh stops short. No wonder it smells so strongly. A makeshift corral has been erected in front of a row of servant domiciles. There must be at least two-dozen horses inside, penned tight and trammeling their own manure. 

	But that’s not the only change since her last visit. Before, just a torch or two burned through the night inside the hold. Now, each building has a lantern or torch sconced beside its entrance. Lampposts hold larger oil lanterns, the wicks turned high. Where most of the servant quarters were clearly unused before, the doorways cobwebbed and padlocked and often blocked by storage crates, now the stoops have been cleared and the doorjambs swept. Guards are posted all around the fortress interior, wearing a motley assortment of armor and wielding weapons that look like family heirlooms pulled down from the walls, spots of rust not quite buffed away.

	Myrrh glances back toward the wall where, from the outside, it seemed that a scattering of guards stood watch.

	She shakes her head. Another act. True, just five or six sentries stand at the wall’s edge where they’re visible from outside. But for each guard standing in view, three more sit with backs to the wall, bows strung, and arrows close at hand.

	A shiver crawls up Myrrh’s spine when she realizes how lucky they were to entrap Nettle and learn of the covered approach to the walls. Before talking to the girl, Myrrh had planned to have Mink take out the wall sentries with nightbark-coated crossbow bolts. That would have been the surest way to alert the hold to their approach.

	“Not a bad con,” Mink mutters. “Had us convinced the hold was all but deserted.”

	Myrrh nods. When she peered through the grate at the front gate, she hadn’t seen any guards or activity. They must have hurried to hide from view when the party arrived.

	She points to the keep, a stone building with four wings forming the arms of a cross and a central tower four stories tall. “Before, just the wing nearest the front gate was occupied. No locks on the doors between the sections though.”

	The closest door to the keep, the entrance to the rear wing, is around a hundred paces away. Unlike the front areas of the fortress where the bailey has been kept clear, allowing good sight lines from the keep to the gate and walls, the buildings nearer the cliff side of the fortress have overgrown what was likely their original footprint. Narrow, shadowy corridors separate Myrrh and Mink from the keep’s rear door. Within the alleys, shifting pools of darkness mark the positions of more guards.

	Myrrh glances again at the assassin. “Try not to kill anyone unnecessarily,” she says. “Please.”

	Mink’s expression remains flat. “I’ll see you back at the postern door in no less than an hour.”

	With a nod—not that Mink can see it—Myrrh sets off, slinking through the shadows toward the keep. She doesn’t recall meeting Bartholomew before, but she’s heard enough about him lately to guess where he’ll have located his private chambers. 

	A thicker cloud scuds over the veiled moon, deepening the shadows as Myrrh approaches the first guard. Her heart thuds, and a thin film of sweat springs between her dagger’s hilt and her palm as she waits for him to spy her motion. But the phantom effectively makes her a ghost. Weapon arm ready to strike, she waves a hand in front of the man’s face.

	No reaction.

	Myrrh grins. This is awesome.

	As she slips in front of the guard, her mind flies to the opportunities phantom presents. Once this mess with Hawk is cleared up—and, she supposes, once Bartholomew is dealt with—she is going to reward herself with months of good, clean thievery.

	She stops a few paces away from the rear door to the keep. A sentry is stationed directly beside it, which presents a problem. He might not notice her, but he’ll definitely be surprised if the door opens to her unseen hand. She leans against the wall to think. The nightbark will knock him out, but alone, she won’t be able to keep him quiet while it takes effect. She glances at his attire, a stained pair of canvas trousers, a linen tunic, and just a light leather vest for armor. The knife sheathed at his side looks more suited to skinning a deer than guarding a fortress. He’s probably never fought before. 

	Under other circumstances, Myrrh might try to incapacitate him here, but the guards atop the wall have a good view into the corridor. Even if they didn’t spot the scuffle—a man fighting an invisible adversary—they’d notice the unconscious body. She needs to get him out of sight.

	Slipping past him, Myrrh steps into a dark aisle between what seem to be storage sheds.

	“Excuse me?” she says aloud. 

	He blinks and cocks his head.

	“Can you help? I’m supposed to fetch grain for the horses, but I can’t get this door to budge.”

	The man squints. “Who is it?”

	“Darcy. We met before, remember? Preston told me to use the side door to the shed because the front is rusted shut.”

	Glancing back and forth along the alley, the guard finally sighs and steps toward Myrrh’s voice. The moment he enters the corridor, she clubs him on the temple and covers his mouth. For good measure, she then wraps her arm around his throat and squeezes, hurrying him toward unconsciousness.

	She jumps free as he topples, and he hits the ground harder than she intended, landing with a muffled thump. From up on the wall, someone shouts a question, “Everything okay down there?”

	Sixes. Pulse racing, Myrrh steps back to pitch her voice upward. “If they didn’t fill the grain sacks with enough oats to feed an army, it would be. I dropped the rotten thing on my foot.”

	A pair of shadows step to the edge of the wall and peer down. “Who is that?”

	“Why does everyone keep asking me that? It’s Darcy. I came in three days ago. Distant cousin of Bartholomew’s…?”

	There. Hopefully the reference to Bartholomew will cause their unwavering loyalty to put their caution in a stranglehold. While the men up top lean their heads together to confer, Myrrh crouches and slices the unconscious guard’s forearm with her nightbark-coated blade. She backs out of the corridor, ready to bolt for the postern gate if the men above raise an alarm. But after a moment, one moves away from the lip of the wall.

	The other cups his hand around his mouth and calls down. “Give me just a couple minutes, Darcy. I’ll come down to help you with those oats. Long as you put in a good word for me with the master.”

	She freezes, gritting her teeth. Well, sixes. Sixes on top of sixes. That wasn’t what she expected.

	“It’s all right,” she calls cheerfully. “The wall defense is far more important than me getting a sack of oats to Preston.”

	Above, the man chuckles. “Nearly as stouthearted as your cousin, I see. But no amount of courage can help you carry a sack that outweighs you. I’ll be right there.”

	Myrrh clenches her fists, furious at herself for the mistake. In a few minutes, the guard will discover the unconscious man. The operation is already sixed, and they’ve learned nothing. There won’t be a chance to try again; after this, Craghold will be on full alert. Even if Myrrh and her friends were to head back to the Stalwart Pony and climb back through the windows into their rooms, they won’t be able to stay. As the only group of strangers currently visiting Pineshadow, they won’t escape suspicion. Myrrh can’t let the five-day ride from Ostgard be for nothing, not when Hawk’s life is at stake.

	But though she can’t just run away, she can’t put her friends at any more risk.

	Stepping to the door to the keep, Myrrh squeezes the latch and pulls it open. She then sticks her middle finger and thumb into her mouth and blows two quick breaths through her lips, the signal for retreat. The piercing whistle brings every guard atop the wall onto their feet and searching for the source. But it will be at least a minute or two before the confusion escalates to full-blown alarm. Enough for Mink and Warrell to evacuate the fortress. 

	And in the meantime, Myrrh has a date with Bartholomew. 

	***

	Only the faintest sounds from outside filter into the dim hallways in the rear wing of the keep. A muffled shout. A clang—the sound of a weapon leaving a rack, maybe. But nothing from this area of the fortress. Doors on the sides of the corridors stand closed; ordinarily Myrrh would peer inside for valuables or any information the rooms might offer. But the phantom’s effects won’t last forever, and every moment that she remains inside Craghold gives the guards time to find the unconscious sentries both beside the storage shed and outside in the woods. 

	Myrrh’s running shuffle kicks up a faint layer of dust as she rushes for the exit to the central tower. There, a heavy oak door bars the way. Myrrh puts her ear to the wood and hears the clipped tones of urgent voices. After a moment, heavy footfalls retreat.

	Holding her breath, she pushes the door open.

	And is greeted by shouts.

	Two men stand guard on the ground floor of the tower—confirmation of her theory that Bartholomew has taken the upper chambers for his private quarters. Raising their weapons, a mace and a cudgel, they peer straight at her. One blinks as if trying to decide whether what he sees is an apparition, his imagination, or just a shadow cast by the wavering torch.

	Myrrh doesn’t hang around for him to come to a conclusion. She leaps forward and slides across the floor, delivering a kick to the side of the closer man’s knee. He shouts in surprise as he staggers, slamming into the other guard.

	“What in the grating depths are you doing?” the other yells, whirling on his partner.

	In the confused moments that follow, Myrrh spots the stairs and dashes for them, running on tiptoes to remain as silent as possible. She takes the first flight three steps at a time, and by the time she reaches the landing, the men below are calling for reinforcements in tight, fear-filled voices. One mutters something about sorcery as she jumps onto the next flight of stairs.

	Slower now, she places her feet carefully and advances a hurried step at a time. People can’t see her without concentrating on her form, but they can hear her just fine. Unfortunately, the pace gives her a little too much time to think about the bind she’s placed herself in. Unlike most areas of Craghold, the only access to and from the tower is on these stairs. The guards might not be able to see her, but all they need to do to stop her is form a physical barrier to block her passage.

	It may be a bit of a challenge to get out of here.

	Behind a door on the third-floor landing, someone is snoring. Loudly. It’s probably not Bartholomew; Myrrh doesn’t get the feeling he’d settle for a chamber one level below the topmost rooms in the tower. But it would be foolish to walk by without checking.

	She nudges the door open and peers into the large room. On the far edge of a bed as wide as most dining rooms, an elderly man in a stocking cap lies beneath thin covers—the old castellan if she’s not mistaken. She remembers him greeting her and the Scythe during their first visit. He seemed kindly, though a bit disoriented by the news of Glint’s reappearance. 

	As she takes a step back, thinking to close the door, she spots a collection of paper strips at his bedside. Her eyes widen. Of course. Those must be messages received from pigeons that returned after Vera left.

	Myrrh dashes forward, feet silent on the stones of the floor, as more snores cut the air. Once at his bedside, she peers down at the sleeping man. What does he think of his son’s actions? Does he know they’re wrong? If so, why doesn’t he do something? Or has he been oathbound too?

	As she slides the papers off the table and into one of her pockets, the sound of footfalls sends ice through her limbs. Someone’s coming up the stairs, fast.

	Myrrh runs to the wall beside the doorway, arriving just in time. A breath later, two burly guards burst into the room.

	“Wake up, Sire! The fortress is under attack!”

	Attack? By a single thief? Myrrh smirks.

	Myrrh still needs to visit Bartholomew’s room. As the guards shake the elderly castellan awake, she searches for some sort of distraction. But the room is sparsely furnished, and her usual diversion—lighting things on fire—isn’t going to work since there are no lanterns burning.

	Heart thudding, Myrrh taps the tips of her fingers against her thumb, one after the other. It’s an old habit she developed while fishing for thoughts. The idea comes in a flash. It’s not great, but it should gain her a couple minutes.

	Slipping out of the room, Myrrh hurries a few steps down the stairs. There, she knocks the butt of her dagger against the wall a few times, lets out some grunts in various pitches, and stomps heavily back up the stairs. Just as she reaches the door, the soldiers whirl from the castellan’s bedside.

	Myrrh grabs the door and slams it shut.

	“Bar the door!” she yells in a low and commanding voice. “Guard the master’s father! We’ll see to the master’s defense!”

	Finally, stomping as hard as she can, she hurries up the last staircase.

	Bartholomew is sitting up in bed, wearing a nightshirt and a really stupid-looking nightcap embroidered in gold thread. Ornate rings crust his fingers, and a lamp burns on his nightstand, the wick trimmed and letting out just a hint of light.

	Wide-eyed, he searches the shadows of his massive chamber.

	“Who’s there?” he says, voice shaky.

	Myrrh nudges the door shut and stalks to his bedside, making no effort to hide the sound of her footsteps.

	“You’re sleeping in my bedchamber,” she says in a low voice. Maybe a seductive voice, but she’s not sure she wants to give herself that much credit.

	“Wha—who?”

	Myrrh slips closer, lays a hand on the quilt on either side of his legs. His knobby knees jut up through the blanket.

	“My betrothed promised me a castle.” She gives a throaty laugh. “What girl wouldn’t trade their virtue for such a prize? But it seems you want to take that away.”

	Bartholomew is staring at the indentations where her hands push the covers flat. He blinks, mouth half open, as he tries to focus on her.

	“But I’m not too concerned. I’ll just take care of the problem here and now.”

	Myrrh stands and pulls out a knife—this one not treated with nightbark. Like her body, the blade is both there and not there, rendered ghostly by the phantom. But the effects aren’t ghostly when she slices the edge across the back of Bartholomew’s forearm.

	The man shrieks.

	“Or maybe I won’t kill you. Maybe I’ll just hurt you enough to slow your plans. I imagine Dominic will want a chance to deal with you himself.”

	“Guards!” Bartholomew finally manages to yell.

	Myrrh laughs again. “Don’t you think your guards would have done something to stop me if they could? I’m a sorceress, dear Bartholomew. They didn’t stand a chance.”

	When she lays her blade against his neck, Bartholomew’s face screws up in something between horror and rage. Tears leak from his eyes. “I have hundreds of soldiers. All over the Crags region. You won’t survive the return to Ostgard if you kill me.”

	“Hundreds, huh?” she asks. “I don’t believe you.”

	His cheek twitches. “All the way from here to the lowlands. And some in your precious city too. Do you think I’d take Craghold and leave my adversary alive? My assassins are moving in on your betrothed now.”

	Myrrh stills, glad for the phantom that hides her reaction. Bartholomew is probably lying. But given his current state of terror, she’s not positive he could pull that off. Glint might be nothing to her now but a professional associate, but she doesn’t want him assassinated.

	She hears shouts from somewhere down below and pounding feet. It’s possible the guards in the castellan’s bedchamber have just realized they’ve been tricked. Myrrh’s eyes sweep the room, looking for documents and valuables. Best would be communications that could tell her about Bartholomew’s plans and—this is a thin hope—ways to undo the oathbinding. But the room is surprisingly bare. At this point, silver candlesticks aren’t of much interest.

	That’s when it dawns on her. She can escape Craghold unscathed and make off with the best source of information in the fortress.

	Myrrh jams her dagger against his neck, angling the blade so it won’t slice deep, but pressing hard enough he’ll feel as if he’s one wrong move away from death.

	“Get up,” she growls. “We’re leaving.”

	


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	THE GUARD LEAPING up the stairs toward Bartholomew’s chambers stops dead when the door opens and reveals his master. From behind Bartholomew, her knife pressed against his ribs, Myrrh can’t see Bartholomew’s face, but the angry flush in his neck hints at the sight the guard is confronting.

	“Sire?” the man says, lowering his sword.

	Bartholomew says nothing until Myrrh’s knife presses hard enough that the point parts the thin linen of his nightshirt and pierces his skin.

	“We have a traitor,” Bartholomew stammers.

	The guard’s face darkens, his brow descending. “Where?”

	“I’m dealing with it.”

	“Sire?” His oath of loyalty doesn’t keep the guard from casting a skeptical glance at Bartholomew’s attire. 

	Myrrh releases her grip on Bartholomew’s shoulder and grabs his arm, sweeping it back toward his room like a puppet master with a doll. She puts her lips next to his ear. “Tell him to grab the ten nearest men and to guard the chamber with his life.”

	Bartholomew’s body trembles as he takes a shaky breath. Myrrh presses her knife harder, a red stain blooming on the man’s nightshirt.

	Words explode from Bartholomew’s mouth with a cloud of spittle. “Ten men. Inside.”

	“Tell them not to leave until you return,” Myrrh breathes.

	“Until I return,” Bartholomew finishes. 

	Wide-eyed, the guard turns on his heels and runs down the stairs. A moment later, he starts shouting.

	“Go.” Myrrh shoves Bartholomew forward. 

	The man staggers down the stairs, whimpering, until they meet a group of ascending guards on the second-floor landing. The guards might not be able to see her, but a collision with her invisible form would thoroughly six this plan. Grabbing her hostage’s arm, she presses her back against the wall and makes a new hole with her knife in his skin. Passing guards cast him confused glances, but Bartholomew says nothing as he stands quivering before her. Myrrh holds her breath. The minute the last guard leaves the landing, she shoves Bartholomew down the final flight of stairs and across the tower’s ground floor into the rear wing of the keep.

	Surrounded by silent corridors, Myrrh lets out a relieved breath from her lungs.

	“I can move faster without you,” she growls. “Don’t make me leave you behind, because I won’t leave you alive.”

	Bartholomew moans and hurries through the corridors to the back exit. Outside the keep, she manhandles him toward the postern gate, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. With enough concentration, someone might be able to see her, and the sight of their nightshirt-clad oathlord will surely draw the attention of the guards.

	Atop the wall, the guards mill in confusion, appearing torn between descending to the interior and watching the approaches to the fortress. Shouts of traitor and treachery fill the forward areas of Craghold, prompting agitated snorts and whinnies from the corral. With each step, Myrrh tenses, waiting for the ruse to crumble. But finally, they find the entrance to the dark alcove and from there press through the short tunnel leading to the postern gate.

	“Quiet now,” Myrrh hisses as she steps out into the cool night air and glances up to the top of the wall. Unlike during the thieves’ approach, she won’t be able to return to the forest along Nettle’s hidden path. Even if she could force Bartholomew to crawl through brush and slip between boulders, he’ll be a beacon in his white nightshirt. 

	At least three of the sentries have remained at the wall, their shadows black against the moonlit veil of clouds. Myrrh curses under her breath. She and Bartholomew will have to make a run for it. With good fortune, the sight of their fleeing oathlord will sow confusion among the guards rather than prompt them to send mounted soldiers on the thieves’ heels. If not, she’ll just have to hope they don’t decide to shoot at him. Bartholomew can’t die. Not yet.

	 As she surveys the terrain ahead, looking for the clearest path to the forest, something hisses through the air.

	Above, a quiet thump is chased by a gurgling sound. Myrrh whips her head up and sees a guard slapping at the crossbow bolt stuck in his throat. Moments later, he collapses.

	Mink. Myrrh balls her fists. As glad as she is for the assassin’s timely help, those guards aren’t protecting Craghold by choice. They’re innocent people forced into a war they don’t want.

	“No!” she hisses. “Aim for the shoulders!”

	Another bolt hisses. Another guard falls, skewered through the neck.

	“Mink!” she calls, raising her voice.

	But the assassin either doesn’t hear or doesn’t care. One after the other, bolts hiss and guards fall, reinforcements dying as quickly as they arrive at the edge. Shaking her head in helpless frustration, Myrrh shoves a quaking Bartholomew toward the empty terrain below the wall. By the time they’re sprinting across open ground for the forest, the wall overhead is emptied of guards. How many fell? Six? Seven? She grits her teeth in rage. There was a reason for the nightbark coating on the weapons and crossbow bolts.

	Warrell and Mink emerge from the shadows of boughs as Myrrh enters the forest.

	“Interesting loot you picked up,” Warrell comments.

	Myrrh doesn’t answer, her gaze pinned to Mink. “Did you hear me call for you to aim for their shoulders?”

	The assassin shrugs. “Too uncertain at distance. Bolts might not penetrate leather armor.”

	“Most of the guards aren’t even wearing armor. You must have seen that during your explorations.”

	“Rather short-lived explorations, I might add. Guess your vanishing wasn’t foolproof, huh?”

	Myrrh crosses her arms, lips thinned.

	“Maybe we can sort this out later,” Warrell offers, gesturing to their trembling captive.

	“Go,” Myrrh says with a nod. “Bring the horses as close as you can.”

	Warrell and Mink set off running, Myrrh and Bartholomew stumbling behind. Not long after, Myrrh hears the crackle of brush and muffled stomping of hooves on the forest floor.

	***

	“Okay, stop!” Nettle hisses, yanking back on her reins and bringing her sturdy horse to such an abrupt halt that Myrrh’s mare nearly collides with its rear end. Riding double with Myrrh, Mink’s weight sloshes forward and shoves Myrrh’s belly against the pommel of the saddle.

	“Whoa…” Warrell says in a low voice, bringing his mount up short and tugging the lead to stop Mink’s horse, which now carries Bartholomew’s nightbark-sedated form draped over the saddle. Finally, Nab’s pony comes to a delicate stop, feet prancing.

	“Is there a problem?” Warrell asks.

	Nettle wheels her horse around. The girl’s eyes are wide, her nostrils flared. The girl’s hands grip the reins so tight the blood has fled her fingers. Sometime in the night, perhaps in the long hours of cantering down the road ahead of the pursuit that will surely come, the girl shed her wool gloves to keep a better hold on the leather straps.

	“Yes, there’s a problem,” Nettle snaps. “Where in the sky’s blessing are we going? I agreed to help you last night, but not to flee headlong with a man you clearly abducted. It’s going to take me two hours to get home as it stands.”

	Myrrh takes a deep breath. She’d planned to have this conversation after a quiet retreat from Craghold.

	“You said you wanted to help your mother, right?” Myrrh says as she rides closer to the girl.

	“Yes, but I don’t see what this has to do with—”

	“Then just listen for a moment, please. Bartholomew is using old Crags magic to rob people of their free will. It’s called oathbinding…have you heard of it?”

	The girl’s brow furrows, eyes glinting in the faint light of predawn. “Like when the heroes used to line up and take their vows? Mam told me stories…”

	“That’s how it started. But that’s now what he’s”—Myrrh gestures at Bartholomew’s unconscious form—“been doing. His priests forced your mother into his service. Jakob too, I’m sure.”

	Nettle glares at the castellan’s son and nearly spits her next words. “But mam would never swear an oath to that…creature. Especially after last Rains End Festival.”

	Myrrh hesitates. What happened at this festival? Earlier when she asked Nettle about Bartholomew, the girl brushed the question off, saying only that she didn’t like him much. Curiosity piqued, she marks the topic as something to pursue later. First, she needs to convince Nettle to stay.

	“No,” Myrrh says gently, “but the oath was forced on her all the same. The priests have corrupted the original purpose of the oaths, using incantations rather than asking for true vows of fealty. Somehow, though, you resisted the influence. A priest attempted to oathbind you that day he spoke gibberish at the gates to Craghold. As far as I’m aware, you’re the only person who has managed to resist the binding.”

	“Then maybe I can be the one to go in and rescue my mam,” Nettle says.

	Myrrh shakes her head. “Just because you can resist the oathbinding doesn’t mean Craghold’s soldiers can’t hurt or kill you. And bringing your mother out of Craghold will do nothing. Plenty of Pineshadow townsfolk are under the spell.”

	Nettle glances at Bartholomew. “So why do we have him?”

	“A last-minute decision. While he’s with us, he can’t do as much damage to the people of the Crags. Plus, we need information, and I can’t think of a better source.”

	“What do you want from me then?”

	“I hope you’ll join us on the trip back to Ostgard. You’ll do no good here, but you may be the only key to freeing your mother and Jakob.”

	“What? Leave?”

	“It won’t be for long. At least, not if we can solve the problem of breaking the oathbindings. And if we can’t, you won’t want to remain here anyway.”

	Nettle blinks as she looks back along the road. “But I’ve never left the Crags,” she says. “Hardly even been away from Pineshadow.”

	“And until a few weeks ago, I’d never left Ostgard. But I’d like to think I’ve adapted.”

	Nab snorts. “Yes, just look what a woodswoman Myrrh has become.”

	Myrrh shoots him a glare, but his comment has brought the faintest of smiles to Nettle’s lips. “Do you really think there’s a chance to break these…oathbindings?”

	“I hope so,” Myrrh says quietly. “Many lives depend on it.”

	Nettle drops her gaze and fiddles with the reins. Myrrh resists the urge to press, knowing that it will only make the girl’s decision harder. Finally, Nettle looks up.

	“I—”

	The distant thunder of hooves cuts the girl short. Nettle’s face goes slack with worry as Mink tenses against Myrrh’s back, the assassin’s hands scrambling, no doubt in search of knives. Warrell sits up straight, his hand falling to the hilt of his short sword.

	“Would it help if I knew a way to the lowlands that doesn’t follow the road?” Nettle says. “It’s a special route the herbalists use. Not far from here.”

	Myrrh almost laughs with relief. “Please,” she says.

	***

	They ride until midmorning, stopping where a deep cleft in an escarpment provides cover for the party and their horses. Nettle proves her worth again by foraging for berries and tubers, enough to blunt the worst of their hunger pangs. They set a rotating watch, each grabbing a bit of sleep while others stand guard. As the sun dips toward the horizon, the group rises, intending to ride under the cover of darkness. As Myrrh stands and brushes pine needles from her thief’s woolens, Bartholomew stirs.

	“I demand you—”

	Whatever he intended to demand, Mink’s slap knocks it out of his mouth. Bartholomew whimpers, struggling against the ropes that bind his wrists and ankles. As he worms around, trying to get upright, he catches sight of Nettle.

	The young man freezes, eyes wide. His mouth opens slightly, and he licks his lips.

	Nettle’s back straightens. She turns away, fists clenched.

	Myrrh catches Warrell’s eyes. The big man nods to indicate that he saw their reactions. Definitely something to investigate later. But for now, Myrrh stalks over and pulls a gag between Bartholomew’s lips, snugging it tighter than necessary.

	As the others saddle the horses, Myrrh pulls out the slips of paper she grabbed from the castellan’s nightstand and starts reading. Though she hoped for useful information, they’re largely inconsequential, letters from family and friends to the staff inside the fortress. Still, each one sends a pang to her chest. Before being oathbound, the people of Craghold had ordinary lives and people who loved them. They don’t deserve this fate. 

	But as troubling as the letters to Craghold occupants are, it’s the final slip of paper that wraps icy fingers around Myrrh’s heart. The note from Sapphire is short but stark.

	 

	Myrrh. Rat Town is still running, more or less. But I have disturbing news for you of a somewhat personal nature. Please advise whether I should send it by bird or hold it close. Best of luck with your mission. It’s become even more important.

	-S

	 

	Myrrh swallows, hands trembling as she tucks the note away. Sapphire wouldn’t write such things if the issue weren’t critical. But there’s nothing she can do besides make for home. Fast.

	***

	It takes two nights of hard riding and a last sprint through the daylight hours to reach the lowlands and the cobblestone roads approaching Ostgard. By that time, Myrrh has worn as many holes in the slip of paper as Bartholomew has worn in her back with his icy glares. Over the course of their travels, she learns that Mink wasn’t able to accomplish much before Myrrh whistled for a retreat from Craghold. The woman got a rough count of the soldiers sleeping in a barracks near the east wall—another two score beyond those who were standing watch in the night—but spotted no sign of the priests. Myrrh recounts Bartholomew’s claim about the assassins targeting Glint. Otherwise, the journey is a silent one.

	In the scrappy forest at the fringe of the lowlands, they camp for one last night even though they now follow a road dotted with inns; it would be difficult to explain why one member of their party is bound and gagged. In the morning, Myrrh rides into the nearest hamlet and spends some of her precious coin on a cart and mule team. Returning to the camp, she finds Mink sitting opposite Bartholomew. The assassin is sharpening a knife while she speaks to the man in low, menacing tones. She’s even removed the man’s gag, which makes it even more likely that Bartholomew will say something that will push Mink over the edge.

	Myrrh quickly drops the reins and jumps down from the cart, rushing over before Mink decides to end the threat Bartholomew poses. Given that the assassin’s loyalty is to Glint—if she feels such an emotion for anyone—she doesn’t have reason to leave him alive. The deaths of hundreds of oathbound innocents won’t matter to a woman whose business is killing.

	With rough hands, Myrrh jams the gag back in Bartholomew’s mouth. Mink meets her stare with a defiant glare.

	“Just taking the opportunity to explain the consequences if he remains uncooperative,” she says, words dripping with disgust.

	“I’m sure he’s already aware. For the rest of the journey, you’ll leave my prisoner alone,” Myrrh says, yanking the man off his seat on a fallen log. “As for you, Bartholomew, into the wagon. I have a nice, windowless room planned out for your stay in Ostgard.”

	


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	WITH BARTHOLOMEW NO longer occupying her saddle, Mink hangs back from the cart for the rest of the journey. It’s just as well. The disagreement between Myrrh and the assassin had been a low simmer throughout the trip, and the final confrontation over threatening Bartholomew seems to have pushed it to a low boil. Though an attack by Bartholomew’s thralls seems highly unlikely in the settled areas of the lowlands, Myrrh doesn’t want the distraction of dealing with the woman. She and Warrell trade off driving the cart and riding beside Nettle, their eyes roving the surroundings. Meanwhile, Nab dozes on the cart seat, slumber making him look younger than Myrrh has seen him in some time.

	Night is falling by the time they reach the outskirts of Ostgard. The road they’re following enters the city in the Upper Fringe district. After a short ride of just a few blocks, Mink detaches from the group and heads her own way.

	As Myrrh watches the woman ride off, she bites off a protest. Mink’s current mount was borrowed from a Rat Town stable, and Myrrh will be on the hook to pay for its loss if the assassin doesn’t return the animal. But right now, greater matters loom. And depending on how her working relationship has changed with Glint in the wake of his letter, worst case she’ll ask him to cover his underling’s misappropriation.

	Few of Rat Town’s streets are wide enough to accommodate a cart, and of those, many have mud too deep for vehicles to travel without getting mired. Still, Warrell is good at navigation and should be able to get the cart back to the safe house. At the boundary of the district, she asks him to stop so she can tie her horse to the rear of the wagon bed alongside his mount and Nab’s pony. After securing the mare’s lead, she gives the animal an affectionate scratch between the ears.

	“I’ll make sure the stable master rewards you with some nice apples,” she says.

	“Mistress?” Warrell asks as he raises a skeptical eyebrow at what has become a large caravan. Aside from the three mounts tied to the cart, he has a yawning boy to keep watch over and a gawking girl from the mountains who has gone pale as a bowl of fresh milk. Not to mention, there’s a man bound and gagged beneath a sheet of canvas in the back of the cart.

	“I have a few things to take care of,” she says, using her most no-nonsense tone, hoping it will inspire confidence in her underling. Myrrh just can’t go any longer without searching out Sapphire.

	Warrell glances from Nab, who is now stretching and looking around, to Nettle, and finally to the wriggling heap beneath the canvas. “What about these three?”

	“Nettle can have the last bedroom at the end of the upstairs hall. Bartholomew will go in Nab’s room. Take everything out so he can’t harm himself. And install a bar on the outside. As for Nab, he can move to another of the empty upstairs bedrooms.”

	“Yesss!” the boy says suddenly, jumping to his feet.

	Myrrh glares. “If you sneak out the window—even once—I’ll have it boarded up. Don’t even consider it.”

	Shoulders immediately slumping, Nab sighs and mutters something as he sits back down.

	“Thanks, Warrell.”

	Before he can raise any more objections, Myrrh trots off through the darkened streets toward The Queen’s Dice.

	Inside the gambling den, it’s as raucous as ever. At a dozen tables in the front hall, gamblers throw dice and play hands of Miser’s Draw. The air smells of spilled ale and work clothes in need of a wash. Myrrh pauses just inside the door for a moment, closing her eyes while the familiar smells and sounds of home surround her. She’s missed this sixing city.

	With a deep breath, she opens her eyes and seeks out Sapphire. The proprietor of The Queen’s Dice is striding around the room, pausing behind her dealers, snapping off quick retorts to the complaints of gamblers whose piles of coin have surely dwindled over the night.

	As the woman approaches the bar to check in with the bartender, she notices Myrrh. Relief washes over Sapphire’s face, the emotion quickly replaced with the somber stare of someone who has bad news.

	Myrrh’s heart thumps harder as she approaches the bar. Sapphire touches the bartender on the arm, nods toward Myrrh, then gestures to the door to one of the private high-stakes gaming rooms.

	“We’ll talk in the back,” Sapphire says. “Quieter there.”

	As she crosses the room, it takes everything Myrrh has to not fold her arms over her belly. No matter how terrible the news, the people of Rat Town can’t see her afraid. She runs Ghost syndicate, the closest thing to the law Rat Town knows. Especially lately, with the Shield Watch disintegrating. 

	Inside the back room, a table is already set. A stack of cards waits for the dealer, and fine cut-glass tumblers rest beside each of the plush armchairs that await gamblers.

	“Expecting a game?” Myrrh asks, her voice trembling despite her attempts at steadiness.

	Sapphire nods. “But not until much later. Near dawn.”

	In an uncharacteristic act, Sapphire pulls out a chair for Myrrh, slides her a tumbler, and pours in a finger of amber liquor. The woman takes another chair, leans back, and sighs.

	“So what did you learn?” the woman asks carefully. “Discover the reason behind Hawk’s curse?”

	Unlike most of Myrrh’s associates, Sapphire knows about the threat the Death Cloak represents. Otherwise, it would have been impossible for Myrrh to convince her to helm Ghost syndicate. After the long days of riding, words are slow to form on Myrrh’s tongue. She takes a sip of the whiskey, wincing as it burns its way down her throat. She can handle an ale or two, but the harder alcohol has never been easy.

	“Yes, I found answers. Some anyway. But no, I haven’t figured out a cure. It may not even be possible, which means”—her throat clamps down around the emotion—“we may have to ease Hawk from life to protect everyone else from the Death Cloak.”

	Myrrh can’t meet Sapphire’s eyes while she admits this failure and instead takes another sip from her drink.

	Sapphire doesn’t respond at first, and the silence grows heavy. Eventually, the older woman sighs and lays her palms on the table. “Well, there’s no other way to say this then.”

	Myrrh closes her eyes, not knowing what to expect. Nab is still alive. At least the news can’t relate to the boy this time.

	“It’s Hawk. He’s disappeared.”

	Myrrh sits up straighter, blinking. “Disappeared? How?”

	“After you left, Glint asked the Scythe to communicate directly with us regarding her progress in getting Hawk secured upriver. We received the news from her via pigeon. Seems Hawk…escaped.”

	 “But Hawk’s…he’s not himself. Ever since we brought him from Craghold, all he’s done is sit and stare. How could he escape?”

	She thinks back through her visits to his room in The Oarsman, Hawk’s dull eyes staring into the distance, his movements sluggish. When he did speak, his answers were short and indifferent. She saw the effects of Bartholomew’s experiments when under the influence of etch. Hawk’s spirit wasn’t there, or if shreds remained, they weren’t enough to put life into his thoughts.

	Sapphire shrugs. “The Scythe expressed her most sincere apologies. We can’t blame her, I don’t think. How could anyone have expected him to flee?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. She asked to have the Scythe escort Hawk for his protection, not as his jailer.

	“In her letter, she said the farther they traveled from Ostgard, the more he started to mutter things under his breath. He said ‘too far’ and ‘wrong place.’ In hindsight, it was a warning.”

	“Too far from where? Here?” Does something in Hawk’s broken mind remember Rat Town? Is it some habit of his body to return here? She can’t see where else he might be heading—except maybe Craghold. But why?

	Or maybe it’s not Hawk guiding his movements but rather the Death Cloak. Myrrh swallows, her mouth suddenly tasting stale.

	“How long ago?” 

	Sapphire looks up at the ceiling, her lips moving as she counts back the days. “Close to a tenday, I would say.”

	A tenday. Without knowing exactly where Hawk escaped or what means he might have to return downriver, she can’t predict exactly how soon he might be back. But given that the Scythe planned to travel just a fortnight or so upriver, it will likely be soon.

	“I hate to ask this, but have you heard of any unexplained deaths?”

	Sapphire shakes her head. “Not yet, thank the Nines.”

	“What’s being done to find him?”

	“The Scythe is doing what she can. She has people asking around in the river ports and others patrolling the roads. But Hawk must have retained some of his thief’s wits if not his spirit. The Scythe wasn’t exceedingly vigilant in watching him, but she wasn’t negligent either.”

	Myrrh shakes her head in frustration. They all assumed Hawk had lost his cleverness along with his soul. But just like the oathbound thralls Bartholomew commands, that may not be true. Hawk was once one of the greatest thieves in Ostgard, and if he doesn’t want to be found, they are going to have a sixing pox of a time locating him.

	She runs a hand through her disheveled hair. “Well, nothing like returning home to a handful of sixes. How did everything else go with the syndicate?”

	“Oh, they’ve been listening to me just fine. Pulling jobs, collecting tribute. Had a minor scuffle with Haven, but we got that settled. Not that I gave your band of rogues much choice about obeying. Just took me threatening to have every tavernkeep in Rat Town stop serving those who caused me trouble.”

	“Does that mean you’d like a permanent position in the organization?”

	The woman snorts. “I’d rather be hung by my toes for an hour every day.”

	Myrrh sighs. “Well, I had to hope.”

	


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	DESPITE SAPPHIRE’S TERRIBLE news, the sleep Myrrh falls into once within the safe house walls is like floating in a warm bath. The sounds of Rat Town roll over her while she dreams, relaxing in their familiarity. Before dawn, she wakes more refreshed than she’s felt in days. Dressing quickly, she heads out to cross the city before most of its residents have a chance to wake.

	An hour or so after sunrise, Myrrh arrives on the doorstep of Glint’s Lower Fringe mansion and pounds on the door.

	“Coming, coming,” a man’s voice calls from within.

	When Bernard tugs the door open and spots her standing there, his face seems to light up. “Mistress Myrrh! It’s been too long. May I offer you some coffee?”

	She smiles at the red-faced chef. “Is Glint home?”

	Bernard sighs, his sloped shoulders drooping farther. “I’m terribly sorry, Mistress. He’s been so busy with his work on the council. He’s been nearly as scarce as you have around here.”

	“Well, if you don’t mind, I think I will have some of that coffee,” she says as she steps into the dining room. “And perhaps I could take you up on the offer you extended…”

	Myrrh’s words die when she spots guests in the dining room. Mink is sitting at the table with a pair of thieves Myrrh doesn’t recognize. Judging by their mismatched clothing and darting eyes, they are new recruits to Glint’s organization.

	“What were you saying, Mistress?”

	“A couple weeks ago, you said you could help me send a message into Maire’s Quarter via courier.” Myrrh’s eyes remain on Mink. There’s something in the woman’s bearing she doesn’t like, a territorial bristling. If Myrrh could have predicted even half of the tension caused by the last few days of their travels, she never would have agreed for Mink to play the part of her lady’s maid. But she can’t take it back now.

	Bernard pats the front of his apron. “Yes, of course, Mistress Myrrh. Would you care to join Mistress Mink and her companions while I prepare the coffee?”

	“We were just leaving, Bernard. Thank you for the offer.” When Mink stands, her spine is stiff. There’s ice in the woman’s eyes as she stalks to the door, her new acolytes shuffling behind.

	“Is everything all right?” Bernard asks as the door shuts behind the assassin.

	“You know how it can be, spending too much time with someone. We had something of a long trip to Craghold, but I’m sure she’ll come around.”

	Myrrh forces a smile onto her face to put the chef at ease.

	He doesn’t look convinced but nods anyway. “Would you like milk with your coffee, Mistress?”

	“Yes, please. And about the courier…could you please ask Glint to come as quickly as possible. It’s extremely urgent.”

	“I don’t wish to concern you, Mistress, but he has been extremely difficult to secure time with lately,” the man says. “And to be frank, your face looks a bit drawn. I’m sure your work makes you weary. Would you care to wait in the comfort of the sitting room upstairs? I’ll have Tep bring your coffee there.”

	“I’d like that. Thank you, Bernard.”

	***

	MYRRH MUST’VE BEEN sleeping. She doesn’t remember the quiet sounds of footsteps or the soft sigh of the armchair cushions when Glint took a seat. A goblet of wine has appeared on the table that stands between her and the crackling fire. He holds another, loosely cupped in his long-fingered hand.

	Glint’s wearing the sort of finery that he probably has to layer over his skin every day now, a silk shirt with a light tracery of embroidery around the neck and buttons carved of jade. His tailored jacket is a deep charcoal with cuff links that glitter with emeralds. His hemmed trousers stop precisely at the top of his ankles, and someone has taken an iron to the fabric, pressing creases along the fronts of his thighs.

	He’s even shaved recently, probably this morning. As he lifts his goblet and takes a swallow of wine, she spies weariness deep in his gaze. But the fire in his eyes is even stronger, driving him forward despite the strain.

	“How long have you been here?” she asks.

	His gaze turns to the fire as he leans back in his chair. “Half an hour, maybe. It’s just after noon.”

	“You could’ve woken me. I understand I’ve pulled you from your obligations.”

	“I wouldn’t have come if I wasn’t prepared to take time from my schedule.”

	The hard tone in his voice spawns an ache in Myrrh’s chest. She’s seen glimpses of this man before, a person driven to take hold of his future no matter the cost. But he always seemed to have a softer side around her. Not so anymore. She’s now receiving the full force of the qualities that have brought him to the cusp of ruling a city before his twenty-fifth birthday.

	Before she fell asleep, Myrrh had it all worked out. She would tell him about Bartholomew, the resurgence of oathbinding, and the man’s claim that he’s already sent assassins into Ostgard. She’s been thinking about that last item, putting it together with the brief words she overheard during her first investigation of Craghold. Someone came to the gate with the news about operatives in the lowlands being ready to move. It makes her think Bartholomew was telling the truth.

	Glint needs to know about Hawk too. If her mentor is, in fact, returning to the city, Glint is in as much a danger as she and Nab are. Everyone Hawk knew is marked for death.

	But with the hard veneer that now surrounds Glint, the cool professionalism of a crime boss pulling a heist of a whole sixing city, Myrrh’s words get lost in her throat. She can’t look at him for fear he’ll see how badly she wants the old Glint to return. She can’t speak for fear her voice will break. They had something before, or at least the promise of something. But the man sitting next to her is incapable of such things.

	“You’ve had a long journey,” Glint says, his voice matter-of-fact. “Relax and enjoy your wine. No need to rush the conversation.”

	Hot shame floods her cheeks when she realizes he must know exactly why she’s struggling. They might not have had anything she could call a relationship, but he was the one to call it off. Either he didn’t feel the same attraction, or he’s stronger than her. Either way, it makes her feel like a cockroach next to a prize stallion.

	Clenching her jaw, Myrrh takes a deep breath. “I’d rather speak now. There’s no easy way to explain this, but Craghold has been taken from you.”

	It gives her just the faintest spark of pride to see him stiffen in surprise. At least she still has the ability to affect him in some way.

	“Go on,” he says, voice deliberately flat.

	“The castellan’s son. Bartholomew. He’s rekindled the faith in Shevan the Proud and has restarted the practice of oathbinding. All occupants of Craghold and many in Pineshadow are now loyal to him over you. As best I can tell, he’s also sending priests to the surrounding towns and binding men and women who can fight. Pineshadow’s blacksmith is crafting weapons for his cause.”

	The fire crackles while Glint, betraying his dismay, swigs the last of his wine in three long swallows. “Well, you are good at surprising me, Myrrh. Obviously I’m grateful to you for bringing me this news. Do you have suggestions on how I might respond?”

	She takes a deep breath. “It gets worse, Glint. He’s sent assassins after you. I believe they’re already in the city.”

	Glint huffs and leans back as if to dismiss the threat.

	“I wouldn’t take it so lightly. The…ardor we saw among his followers is no less than the loyalty the Scythe bears you. They’re irrational in their zealotry.”

	Glint’s face darkens, and she realizes she’s made a mistake. “Meredith had no choice in her fate as an oathbound,” he says. “I don’t appreciate hearing her called a zealot.”

	Myrrh swallows, thinking of Vera’s description of Glint and Meredith as children and her suggestion that the pair might have become lovers one day if fate had not intervened.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest anything about your dear friend Meredith.” She looks away when she realizes how petulant she sounds. “I just want you to take the threat seriously. A group of simple lumberjacks attacked us for no other reason than a suspicion that we were interested in timber Bartholomew had claimed for Craghold. They had no care for their own lives or safety. These assassins are no doubt the same. They won’t hesitate to attack you, even if under the eyes of half the Shield Watch.”

	Glint sighs and leans forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “I apologize for overreacting there, Myrrh. I hate what was done to Meredith’s family, and I wish I could free her from her oath.”

	So their relationship can be something more? Or because he genuinely loathes the practice?

	Myrrh stares at the fire and forces the thoughts away.

	“Which brings me to another problem,” Myrrh says. “Have you heard from Meredith?”

	He shakes his head. “Not since she left with Hawk. I suspect Merchant Emmerst has spies in the bird keeper’s office in Maire’s Quarter and didn’t want him privy to her communications. I asked her to send word directly to Sapphire about her progress in getting Hawk safely away.”

	“Well, in that case, I’m afraid I have news about another potential threat to your life. Hawk escaped. Despite her best efforts, the Scythe hasn’t been able to track him.”

	Glint’s eyes snap to hers, the first real break she seen in his hard mask. “Does she have any idea where he’s heading?”

	Myrrh shrugs. “Given his behavior just before he vanished, it seems likely he’s heading back to Ostgard. And unfortunately, we probably won’t know he’s arrived until people start dying.”

	Glint stands and fetches the wine bottle, then sets it between them. “I don’t suppose you found out how to return his spirit to his body? Or any bit of good news, really.”

	“Well, I did kidnap Bartholomew. That’s probably worth something.”

	He laughs quietly. “As I said, you do seem to have a knack for surprising me.”

	The silence holds for a while as he sips from his goblet and stares at the fire.

	“You could have told me in person, you know,” she says.

	“Told you what?” Glint asks, his eyes showing he already knows what she means.

	“That we needed to put an end to…” Myrrh doesn’t even know what to call it. What did they have besides a few kisses and a false engagement? “That you wish our interactions to be entirely professional.”

	Finally, his impassiveness fractures. Muscles work in Glint’s jaw as he turns his attention to the fire. “I’ve learned that I’m not always capable of following my own best intents when there’s a tantalizing prize on offer. I didn’t trust myself to follow through in person. You understand my reasoning though, right?”

	Myrrh sighs. “Yeah, I suppose. I was the one who accused you of causing trouble.” On the side of her chair opposite where he’s sitting, Myrrh’s hand claws into the underside of the armrest. Because in truth, she isn’t sure she understands. Glint might not be good for her, but he’s one of the few people in the city she can trust. And in truth, she hates to think that there is no future for them, someday. Somehow.

	“So what about our truce?” she asks.

	“Truce?”

	“Between our organizations. It really isn’t good business for me to stand by and watch you take over rule of the city. Especially if it means your organization will just overrun every syndicate in town.”

	Glint is silent for a moment, dropping his head back to rest on the chair behind him. “Yes, of course we have a truce. I swear I won’t move against you without formal warning. And I shouldn’t burden you, I suppose, but my bid for Emmerst isn’t going as smoothly as I hoped.”

	“Emmerst?”

	He shrugs, then nods. “With good fortune, I’ll figure it out. It’s just been difficult to split my focus between the bid and everything else I’m trying to manage. Of course, with Hawk missing and these assassins you’re talking about, it doesn’t sound like my task will get easier.”

	Myrrh uncurls her hand from the armrest, glad he took her report of the assassins seriously enough to bring it back up. “The Hawk thing scares me the most. I couldn’t imagine killing him to banish the Death Cloak, but at least that was an option before he escaped. As far as I’m concerned, we need to put everything we can into finding him.”

	“You know,” Glint says, “it probably should have occurred to me before, but there’s one other place we might look for a solution to the oathbindings—I assume you verified that was the source of Hawk’s problem.”

	She nods.

	“The magic comes from Shevan, a god most Ostgarders know little about. But there are a few people who likely know much about foreign deities.”

	“Who?”

	“An order of scribes that swear fealty to the Patron.”

	“The merchants’ god?” Myrrh knows very little about the deity favored by the upper class. Most of what she’s heard is that the Patron grants luck and business dealings and occasionally smites the trade rivals of the devout.

	“You may have noticed something about merchants: they like to stick their fingers in other people’s doings. It’s no different with religion. I bet anything that the scribes hall in the Temple of the Patron has reams of records regarding the worship and supposed boons granted by the other deities.”

	“You think they’ll let me search the records?”

	Glint snorts. “Not a chance. But guarded rooms and locked doors have never stopped you before, have they?”

	Myrrh sets down her wine glass, having only taken a few sips. “I’ll let you know if I find anything out, but I need a better way to get in touch with you.”

	Glint raises an eyebrow. “Making demands now, are we?”

	She doesn’t cave to his teasing. “I’m not going to trudge over here and have Bernard send a courier every time I need to tell you something. And I won’t risk myself by taking the thieves’ paths into Maire’s Quarter.”

	 “I’ll send someone into Rat Town daily. We’ll correspond through them.”

	And as an added benefit, Myrrh and Glint won’t have to see each other. She keeps her gaze on the table as she stands, afraid her thief’s mask won’t disguise the hurt that’s lurking still.

	“The threat with the assassins is serious,” she says. “Be careful.”

	“Myrrh,” he says, then waits for her to look at him. “You too.”

	


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	“AND THERE SHE is,” Nab says as she steps into the safe house, “the most esteemed Mistress Pain-in-the-Butt.”

	From behind her, Graves gives a quiet snort. Sitting near Nab in a cushioned chair carved from some exotic wood, Nettle cracks a small smile.

	Myrrh takes a deep breath, trying to accept that the teasing was in good humor. But it’s been a really long few days. She glances at the door to Nab’s old bedroom where a fresh set of brackets has been bolted to the wall and door, set with a heavy wooden bar to secure the room. 

	“Anything from the prisoner?” she asks Graves.

	The thief shakes his head. “He woke around midmorning and pounded on the door for a while. Piebald tossed him a crust of bread around midday.”

	Well, it didn’t hurt to hope. 

	She turns to Nettle. “Have you eaten?”

	The girl nods. “I had a couple apples and a piece of—”

	“Good,” Myrrh says, cutting her off. “Then it’s time we talk. Graves, would you mind bringing another chair into my room? Nettle and I require some privacy.”

	Abruptly grim-faced, the girl swallows and stands. As Graves hurries up the stairs and disappears into his bedroom to retrieve his chair, Nettle shuffles meekly forward. Myrrh takes a breath, reminding herself to be a little gentler. The current situation isn’t Nettle’s fault, and the girl may be the key to solving it. She didn’t have to come but agreed out of a genuine desire to help. If Myrrh hadn’t had to deal with Glint today, she’d probably be in a better mood.

	Myrrh pauses and looks Nettle in the eyes. “Forgive me,” she says. “I’m overly weary today.”

	The girl looks around with curious eyes when they enter Myrrh’s room. In contrast to the rest of the safe house, which still holds a few bits of plunder collected over the years by the Slivers gang, Myrrh’s room is austere, containing just a single, narrow bed, a nightstand, and two chairs—the second recently deposited by Graves.

	“So, welcome to Rat Town,” Myrrh says, gesturing Nettle to a chair.

	A wrinkle forms between the girl’s brows. “That’s not what I expected. I always heard that city traders lived in fine homes beside slate-paved streets. I expected more vases and crystal chandeliers.”

	Myrrh stops halfway through her descent into her chair. During the whole journey back from Craghold, did none of them explain to Nettle that the merchant thing had been a disguise?

	“Seems I should clarify something for you,” she says carefully. “I wasn’t exactly on my way to visit friends in the fiefdoms. In fact, I don’t have any friends in the fiefdoms.”

	“So you came just to visit Pineshadow? Or, Craghold rather?”

	“Yes, but not for reasons I may have projected. I’m a thief, Nettle. Head of a syndicate of criminals that controls this district of Ostgard.”

	Nettle’s eyes go wide as milkmaid’s pails. She swallows. “A…thief?”

	Myrrh nods. “I assumed you’d gathered that when we crept into Craghold and abducted Bartholomew.”

	“I didn’t…I guess I thought you were…I don’t know. I guess I thought you must be extra clever on account of all the schooling your city gold buys you.”

	“Most merchant-class people don’t do anything for themselves, really. They just hire other people.”

	Nettle squeezes a fistful of her skirt. “You aren’t going to hurt me, are you?”

	“Of course not,” Myrrh says. “I steal things. I’m not in the business of harming girls.”

	Nettle doesn’t seem particularly convinced, but she forces her hand to unclench. Her next breath is deeper and only a little shaky. “Do you still mean to help free my mother?”

	“Of course.”

	“Then if you think I can help, I’m ready to get started.”

	Myrrh stands and starts pacing, the motion helping her organize her thoughts. “Let’s start with the reasons you might have resisted the oathbinding. You say you don’t know anything about the custom.”

	Nettle shakes her head. “Nothing except for the stories of the olden days. Like I said, the tales where the heroes took vows to the lords of the holdfasts.”

	“Well, to start, the power comes from a god. Shevan the Proud. You haven’t heard of him?”

	Nettle chews the inside of her cheek, but she stops when she notices Myrrh watching. “He might have been mentioned in the stories. I just don’t remember.”

	“What about other gods or goddesses. Do you have a different faith?”

	Nettle looks to the side as if guilty. “My mother always tried to get me to say prayers to the forest guardian. Mam says the guardian provides the herbs we use as medicines, and if we don’t show faith, there will be blight and too much rain. But I was never as faithful as I should have been.”

	Myrrh paces the other direction, glancing out the window at the dirty haze that hangs over the southern reaches of Rat Town—seems the wind has been still, holding the smoke from cook fires close. She presses a finger to her temple, thinking. She’d hoped to find evidence of a particular faith that might oppose Shevan’s influence. But if Nettle’s mother was a devout worshiper of the forest guardian yet was still taken by the oath magic, it seems unlikely that Nettle’s inconstant faith explains her resistance.

	“What about herbs? Are there any you take regularly that your mother never did?”

	Another violent blush colors Nettle’s cheeks. “Only a small amount of marshlily,” she says. “Jakob and I aren’t ready to…” She seems unable to finish the sentence.

	“Marshlily keeps you from conceiving a child?”

	The girl nods, her eyes on her lap.

	“I sincerely doubt that’s what stopped the oath. There are other unwed women and girls in Pineshadow, right?”

	Again, Nettle nods. “Peggy takes it too. I know because she asked me how to find it.”

	“And has Peggy been acting strangely? Like Jakob and your mam?”

	“Her whole family disappeared into the fortress.”

	Myrrh sighs, working through options in her head. Nettle doesn’t wear a particular talisman, as far as Myrrh has seen. There’s the bit of braided leather and ribbon, but she can’t imagine anything like that protected the girl.

	There’s one more thing she’s wanted to ask about, but she was reluctant to bring it up. The situation with Hawk has removed the window for patience though.

	“Will you tell me what happened at the Rains End Festival?”

	Immediately, Nettle stiffens. Her shoulders creep toward her ears, and she stares at her knees. “It wasn’t my fault.”

	Myrrh closes her eyes, thinking of all the women who have likely been in this position. “It never is,” she says quietly.

	“Bartholomew…he…”

	“You don’t have to tell me the details.”

	Nettle shakes her head. “I said I would help free my mam. If you think it matters, I will tell you. And anyway, Bartholomew wasn’t successful, thanks to Jakob finding us.”

	Myrrh takes a seat on the bed opposite the girl and waits quietly.

	“At first, Bartholomew asked me to dance,” Nettle says. “And it’s not polite to refuse, even if you don’t like the person. But then he kept pulling me toward the edge of the crowd, and pretty soon, we’re in the shadows. That’s when he grabbed me and dragged me into the woods. He had me pinned, hands on my breasts when Jakob found us. He gave Bartholomew a whipping like I’ve never seen.”

	“I hope to meet your Jakob someday,” Myrrh says. “Sounds like you’re fortunate to have him.”

	Nettle takes a deep breath. “I am.”

	“Did you notice Bartholomew’s interest before this happened?”

	The girl nods. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything when you asked me the first time. The question took me by surprise. He’s followed me around since I was a little girl. He was a teenager at the time. It wasn’t until I…blossomed that his interest grew more intense. That’s part of the reason I never worked in Craghold. Mam said if I learned herb lore, I’d have plenty of work in Pineshadow.”

	“There’s no need to apologize. And I wish there hadn’t been a need to tell me any of this.”

	Nettle swallows and finally meets Myrrh’s eyes. “Do you think that will help? Knowing those things?” 

	Myrrh stares out the window at a pair of pigeons courting on the next rooftop. “I don’t know yet. But I swear I’ll do everything I can.”

	


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	AFTER A TENDAY away from Rat Town, it feels strange to walk through the common room of Rikson’s Roost and into the rear chamber where Myrrh’s lieutenants—the former members of Ghost syndicate’s council—sit around a circular table awaiting the evening’s discussion of syndicate business. Still, she breathes a sigh of relief as she shuts the door behind her, cutting off the noise from the tavern. Given the events of the last few days, plus the trip into uncivilized wilderness, administering Rat Town’s crime syndicate seems easy. Relaxing, almost.

	“So,” she says as she takes a seat. “Miss me?”

	Toad, a man who is as unnaturally thin as he is tall, groans. “Yes! After dealing with Sapphire for a few days, I’m almost ready to ask to be put back on a council. That woman is a demon.”

	“I heard she threatened to kick people out of taverns if they didn’t follow the syndicate rules.”

	Carver, a big man with a voice like grating rocks, shakes his head in dismay and glances over at Warrell, who seems to be enjoying this as much as Myrrh is. “I don’t care how hard the journey to Craghold was,” he says to the other man. “Even if you had to trudge through brambles naked, it’s better than facing down that woman’s stare. Do you know she threatened to coat Jeever in honey and fish parts and hang him off the edge of First Bridge for the gulls? All because he complained that we’re doing too much protection of Rat Town businesses and not enough honest thieving.”

	Myrrh snorts. “And did she do it? Seems to me she’s just figured out how to cow a pack of gullible grubbers.”

	“No, she didn’t do it. But only because Jeever agreed to spend the next week prowling around the border with In Betweens to keep watch on Haven. Without collecting tribute or picking pockets, mind you.”

	“Good. I’ll be glad to hear his report on Haven activity. Sapphire told me we had a scuffle.”

	Ivy, a white-haired woman and the Ghost member Myrrh trusts most after Warrell, leans forward. “I suppose if there’s any situation where Sapphire lost some control, it’s with regards to Haven relations. Hetty Rikson still isn’t herself after the attack by the Haven toll takers, and people are angry. They don’t think the beating we delivered those men is adequate justice for Hetty’s injury. The brawl started when a couple Ghost members went across the boundary to an In Betweens tavern and started throwing insults at the barmaid.”

	Myrrh takes a deep breath. “A barmaid, not a Haven member?”

	“They claim it’s because Haven hurt an innocent Rat Towner. Say it’s only fair. If you ask me, it’s because they figure it was the fastest way to get a reaction out of Haven.”

	“So what happened then?”

	“Not unexpectedly, a couple low-level bruisers from Haven got up from their table. Tapped our men on the shoulders. Haven threw the first punch before our guys had a chance to get off their barstools. But it ended with the Haven thugs laid out cold. Our men expected the fight and went in with brass knuckles tucked into their pockets.”

	“We hear anything from their leadership about it?”

	Ivy shakes her head. “Our guys hightailed back over the border when a tavern boy ran out the back, no doubt to recruit help. Seeing as there’s enough uncertainty in the city right now, we’ve been hoping the situation will blow over. It was Haven that started the conflict by trying to move in when they thought we were weak, so they have no real grounds for claiming a grievance.”

	Myrrh sighs. “That rarely matters in Ostgard.”

	“No,” the other woman says.

	“So what happened to our two adventurers?”

	At this, Toad groans again and a pained look steals over his face. “It’s like I said. The woman is a demon. She gave them the choice of showering in a week’s worth of spittoon juice from The Queen’s Dice or cleaning those same spittoons for the next fortnight. They’ve been emptying and scrubbing those foul things every morning since.”

	Myrrh grins. “I think I should leave the syndicate in her hands more often.”

	“No!” Toad and Carver say together.

	Ivy laughs, clearly enjoying their torment as much as Myrrh is. Myrrh’s not surprised; she had a feeling the older thief and Sapphire would hit it off.

	“In any case,” Myrrh says, “I’m back. How’s business?”

	Carver seems relieved to move off the topic of the gambling house proprietor. “Between restoring tribute from shopkeepers and taxing members on their profits, we’ve got enough coming into the coffers to restore security on our borders. The Shields in our employ have been clamping down on wandering Haven members and stray urchins creeping over from the Neck. But the shopkeeps are grumbling about the tribute because they don’t have a lot of business due to problems in Maire’s Quarter.”

	Myrrh nods. The city council is going to have to choose a new Maire soon, whether that’s Glint or Emmerst or someone else. Otherwise, commerce in the city is going to collapse entirely.

	“On the bright side, there’s been an uptick in action at First Docks,” Toad says. “The tariff takers have been lax this far south—”

	“What he means to say,” Carver cuts in, “is that some of our associates have been speaking with the tariff takers and pointing out how lax the Shield Watch has been in protecting honest citizens lately. Our friends have mentioned their deep concern for the tariff takers’ safety, suggesting they might wish to avoid the area.”

	“Point is,” Toad continues, “it’s getting cheaper and cheaper to offload goods at First Docks, even though it means transporting cargo through the city by wagon to reach the better markets. That’s starting to look really nice to a number of barge captains, even ones ferrying goods that are destined for East and West Fifth.”

	“My favorite sort of pickings,” Carver says with a grin. “Who doesn’t like a cask of Ishvar brandy or Havish rum now and again? Not to mention the price you can get fencing a matched set of giftwood bookends.”

	Myrrh smiles, trying to control the wave of envy that sweeps her. It’s been too long since she could think about snatching a crate of giftwood carvings off a parked barge. Once the issues with Bartholomew and Hawk are resolved—if they’re resolved—she’s going to spend some quality time rifling through rich people’s belongings.

	“Sounds like business as usual, for the most part, then,” she says.

	The others nod, yawning and stretching in preparation for a commute to the tavern’s main room.

	She raises a hand for them to pause a moment. “Before you go, there’s one more job I need to add to our list. Tomorrow or the next day, I need three or four of our best thieves to accompany me to East Fifth.”

	A greedy gleam enters Ivy’s eyes as she leans forward. “Oh? Got a mansion that needs stripping?”

	Myrrh smirks. “Not exactly. I don’t expect much in the way of a payout. Unless you count sheaves of parchment and moldering scrolls. Maybe a decaying tome or two.”

	The other woman’s lip twitches in disgust. “You want to rob a library?”

	“Close. Provided I secure permission from Hook syndicate to run a job in their territory, we’ll be taking the scribe’s hall in the Temple of the Patron for everything they’ve got.”

	Morose silence fills the room. 

	“I don’t suppose you’re expecting a run on the paper market or something,” Carver says. “Because there are a lot closer places where we could stock up on useless documents. The accountant’s office over in Smeltertown has a whole heap out back.”

	“Tell the volunteers that if they’re really nice, I’ll let them search the main temple for relics they can try to sell back to the faithful. Otherwise, they can expect profuse thanks from their leader and first dibs next time there’s real loot on offer.”

	After being treated to disappointed sighs all around, Myrrh sits back and watches the others file out of the room. They may not be excited about this latest operation, but at least no one will have to clean spittoons.

	


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	BARTHOLOMEW SMELLS OF fear and sweat. His hair is gummed to his forehead, and he huddles in the corner of the bare room. As Myrrh approaches, making no effort to quiet the funereal clicking of her boot soles against the bare floor, he shrinks farther into himself.

	Myrrh stands over him and sneers.

	“Ready to talk?”

	He says nothing.

	“Hmm. You don’t think you’ll get out of this, do you? Sorry to say, but your dream of stealing Dominic’s fortress is already dead. But your life doesn’t have to be forfeit, provided you’re willing to help me. I’ve exiled a previous master of Craghold. You could be sent on my private barge to live out your days on a lovely island in the Gray Sea.”

	Bartholomew doesn’t respond except to scoot farther into the corner.

	“Of course,” Myrrh says, pausing for drama, “another option is that I make your remaining life as painful as possible. We have a custom here in Rat Town. It’s usually reserved for the most desperate among us, those who have nothing to lose except their life. Generally, the idea is that the unfortunate person will make a wager on how long they can survive without air or food or water. Or sometimes, the spectators would rather see someone lose their skin strip by strip. Or their blood, cup by cup.”

	Bartholomew’s jaw trembles as he hugs his knees to his chest. Myrrh hears Piebald muttering in the main room of the safe house to Lavender, one of the syndicate’s best when it comes to burglaries that require extreme acrobatics to pull off. Maybe they’re wondering what change has come over their seemingly level-headed leader.

	The truth is, Myrrh has never liked striking terror for the sake of it. She prefers to gain what she desires by reasoning or trickery, not threats. Maybe Mink has rubbed off on her a bit. More likely, though, it was Nettle’s story about the man’s attempted rape. Bartholomew doesn’t deserve mercy. Not after everything he’s done to the people of Craghold, Pineshadow, and the surrounding towns. He doesn’t deserve kindness or leniency after what he tried with Nettle.

	As far as she’s concerned, he’s one of the few specimens she’d be happy to see lashed to a sandbag and thrown into the Ost.

	But unless she wants to be responsible for the death or lost sanity of what are likely hundreds of oathbound residents of the Crags region, she needs him alive.

	Like a long-legged water bird waiting motionless in the shallows until the perfect moment, she suddenly strikes, smacking him across the face. Bartholomew moans and starts whining.

	Myrrh grabs his chin and squeezes, hard, turning his face up.

	“Your only chance for mercy is to tell me how to release the innocent people you’ve oathbound,” she says in a low voice as she pulls out a knife and holds it before his face.

	Tears leak from the corners of his eyes as he shakes his head.

	“No? A shame.”

	Again she moves like a striking seabird, slicing a shallow cut across his shoulder. Bartholomew moans, and she’s surprised he manages to keep control of his bladder.

	“I…” He gags on his saliva, and Myrrh retreats as he coughs and sputters. The man raises his hand to cover the new scratch on his shoulder. “The binding is unbreakable.”

	“I don’t believe you,” she says, eyes narrowed. “Even if you don’t think you know, I’m certain there’s a way. The answer lies somewhere in all that ancient knowledge you resurrected in your pathetic search for power.”

	He shakes his head. “I only did what the priests said. They told me to pray to Shevan, and they would do the rest.”

	As Myrrh stalks closer, he whimpers and raises his hands before his face.

	“How many priests did you recruit? Where did you find them?”

	“In—they had a sanctuary. I heard about it from a traveler. Deeper into the mountains. They burned the building when they left.”

	Myrrh kicks his feet out so his legs lie flat on the floor. The man hunches as if to defend his belly with his shoulders. She stops herself from going so far as to hurt him. It’s not her style, and—threats aside—she doubts it will gain her any more information.

	“How many priests?”

	“Three in Craghold. Four traveling.”

	“Let’s talk about Nettle then,” she says as she starts to pace. 

	The man draws a ragged breath. When she turns back, he seems to be sitting straighter. He meets her eyes.

	“If you hurt Nettle, I swear I’ll answer no questions,” he says. “I’ll do nothing to help you. You can make good on your threats, strip the skin from my body, but I swear I won’t bend.”

	Myrrh turns away to hide her reaction. Is he so demented that he thinks she’s the one threatening the girl? Is he forgetting the festival where he tried to force himself upon her? She takes a calming breath and turns back to him.

	“I brought Nettle here to protect her from your filthy corruption. You’re sick. Not only did you try to force yourself on her, your priest then tried to oathbind her, to make her a slave like the rest of Craghold’s innocent staff.”

	He shakes his head. “I did penance for my mistakes at Rains End. I swear. I thought she wanted the same thing as me. It’s no excuse; I know that. Nothing excuses my behavior. But I was determined to atone as best I could. That’s how I found Shevan the Proud. I prayed and prayed and promised I would devote myself to her protection. I imagined inheriting Craghold and making it into the strong fortress it once was.” He pauses, cheeks trembling. “But then Dominic returned to steal it away. Another absent master for a decaying holdfast. I couldn’t let that happen. So I went searching for the lost order of priests.”

	Myrrh shakes her head as she looks down at him. If he wants her pity or forgiveness, he won’t get it.

	“You thought you were protecting Nettle by enslaving her mother? Her friends?”

	He drops his eyes to the floor. “The priests worked quicker than I imagined. I planned to choose a select few to take into my service. I didn’t even know her mother was bound until a few days ago.”

	“You claim to be devoted to her, yet you tell me nothing that will help her recover her beloved mother,” Myrrh says. 

	When Bartholomew looks up at her, his eyes hold anguish, madness perhaps, and, strangely, honesty. “If I knew anything, I would tell you. The thought of Nettle suffering is worse than any of that torture you described.”

	Myrrh swallows back her disgust at the man’s obsession and shakes her head. She’s not going to get anything else from him today, it seems. Maybe with time he’ll think of something, but for now, she might as well bar the door and forget about him.

	She turns on her heels and stalks out. Time to draft a message to the leaders of the Hook syndicate. The options for undoing Hawk’s oathbinding—and the bindings holding the people of the Crags—are quickly vanishing. She’ll have to hope for something promising from this one.

	


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	THE NEXT MORNING, Glint’s messenger arrives as promised. Wearing the fine linen uniform of a merchant’s message boy or maybe a council page, the boy looks terrified to be standing in the mud on a Rat Town street. He hands over a folded sheet of paper sealed with wax into which an unfamiliar sigil has been pressed. Apparently, Glint has put enough fear into the boy to discourage curiosity. There’s not even a hint that his fingernails have pried at the seal.

	“Merchant Giller told me to ask you if there’s any response,” the boy says, then looks her up and down before adding, “Mistress?”

	“Tell him the delivery of Gray Sea pearls will be late, but his efforts to trade through our organization are greatly appreciated. We have no other news.”

	Made-up talk of merchant’s doings seems to put the boy at ease, and he raises his hand in a little salute before dashing off. Before he vanishes around the corner, Myrrh gestures to get Piebald’s attention. “Follow that boy, please. Glint should know better than to send a merchant-class kid into Rat Town, and I want to make sure he makes it home safely.”

	Of course, Glint may not have many choices for getting word in and out of Maire’s Quarter given the current police state at its boundaries. A merchant’s page was probably the best option he could think of, and she did demand word. Tomorrow, she’ll make sure to station someone at the base of Second Bridge where the boy will likely enter the district. A syndicate member will be responsible for shadowing the boy as long as he’s running around Rat Town.

	As Piebald hurries off in pursuit, she opens the note.

	 

	Still alive.

	-G

	 

	She sighs. Really? If that’s all Glint had to say, why bother?

	Because you asked him to, she thinks. That was one of the things she liked about him back when she let him kiss her. He might be a thief, but he’s a man of his word. She sighs and heads to the table where she was busy writing the missive to the leaders of the Hook syndicate. If she gets it into the hands of a messenger early enough this morning, she should have an answer by dusk.

	***

	A half moon has just risen when Myrrh, Toad, Lavender, and a slight thief who introduced himself as Pup stop where the Ost waterfront crosses from Lower Fringe into East Fifth. Scant foot traffic travels the street, the city’s honest people having retreated to the safety of their homes now that night has fallen. Even here, it seems the Shield Watch can’t currently be trusted to intervene when trouble arises. Still, a few diehard high-society revelers move in groups, most watched over by hired guards. Many wrinkle their noses when they pass Myrrh’s group, showing that they’re not too drunk to notice the unmistakable scent of day-old fish lingering around the group. The smell is a win on two counts, really, providing a deterrent for curious passersby while—Myrrh hopes anyway—offering their best chance of arriving at the Temple of the Patron without trouble.

	When there’s a gap between passing carts and pedestrians, Myrrh nods to a dim alleyway. According to the information she received from Hook’s leaders, the entrance to the nearest thieves’ path into East Fifth should be just a block or so inland.

	The northernmost districts of the city of Ostgard, East and West Fifth stand on either side of Fifth Bridge, the span that forms the city’s most upstream connection between the banks of the River Ost. Both districts are home to the city’s elite merchant class, the Fifths hosting the wealthiest and most powerful families aside from the Maire. When new traders, shipping magnates, and even transplanted royalty first take up residence in Ostgard, they must first seek accommodations in Lower and Upper Fringe. Not that there’s any strict prohibition against buying or renting property in the Fifths without receiving an invitation from the other residents. But the person who rented or sold the property will most likely find themselves ostracized if not visited by gentlemen thugs. As for the new owners of the property, things are often much worse. Kidnappings, ransoms, deliberate sabotage of business interests. Few who move into the Fifths without a formal welcome stay for very long.

	At least, that’s what Myrrh has heard.

	Between the two districts, East Fifth boasts the larger estates. For the most part, this is because it’s the only district in Ostgard with any elevation to speak of. Though the hill is a mere bump by Crags standards, the incline upon which the district has been built provides a vantage over the whole city. The ground is simply too steep to crowd the mansions as has happened in West Fifth. This leaves large tracts of land with nothing but gardens and orchards. And at the very top, of course, stands the Temple of the Patron, a white-marble building visible from almost anywhere in the city.

	Viewed from down below, East Fifth has always been something of a mystery to Myrrh. With so much darkness between the chandelier-lit homes, it would seem to be a thief’s dream. But there’s a reason she’s never worked a job here, and it’s not just that one of the more powerful syndicates controls the turf. With so much land for each merchant family, it’s simply too difficult to guard the estates with human patrollers. Instead, within each fenced region, packs of dogs prowl the darkness.

	Dogs are not high on Myrrh’s list of favorite animals. It’s not just their ridiculous sense of smell and their acute hearing and their ability to see in near darkness. It’s their teeth and the memory of a bite that occurred when she was just a child.

	Fortunately, the thieves’ path described in the missive climbs through two-thirds of the district via storm drains and sewer tunnels. They subterranean passages might be unpleasant, but Myrrh can handle them. It’s what comes after that has her concerned.

	The sewer grate is right where Hook promised, rusted iron set between slate flagstones. But despite appearances, the hinges are well oiled. Myrrh threads fingers through the grate and pulls, the metal lifting easily.

	She nods at Carver, the man’s eyes already shining with glimmer. Lavender and Pup have tucked the doses into their cheeks as well, making Myrrh reconsider her choice to avoid it. It’s been five days since her last use, but after Noble, she doesn’t want to take chances with becoming glimmer-blind. Only in an emergency. Besides, one of her contingency plans involves a disguise that wouldn’t work too well with shining eyes.

	Carver loosens his dagger in the sheath and adjusts the duffel she gave him to carry before starting down the ladder into the tunnel. She’s surprised he came after all the complaining about a heist of worthless paper. Maybe he was swayed by her offer of dibs on the next prime gig, but she suspects he’s actually just fond of her. Same with the small woman, Lavender. For all her skill in climbing sheer walls and flipping over alleys, she’s a quiet person. She’s also quick to smile, though, and Myrrh thinks they might be friends once these various messes are cleaned up. As for Pup, she’s not sure why he accepted the job. He’s relatively new to Rat Town and Ghost syndicate, but Carver has worked a couple jobs with him and vouches for him. That’s good enough for her. 

	“Looks clear,” Carver says in a low voice as Myrrh touches down on the damp floor in the tunnel.

	Myrrh nods, squinting into the darkness. “Let’s do this then.”

	***

	 “WAIT, WHAT?” LAVENDER says. The small woman is halfway up the ladder that leads out of the drainage tunnel. From here, the tunnels that pipe stormwater and sewage service so few houses they’re too small to navigate. Unless, of course, an enterprising thief would like to belly crawl through sewage. Myrrh would rather face the dogs.

	“If you see a dog before we join you,” Myrrh repeats, holding out a satchel, “try offering a fish.” 

	“You brought fish? I thought the smell was Pup,” Lavender says.

	“Wait, why me?” Pup asks.

	Lavender bites the corner of her lip and shrugs. “Sorry. I guess I’ve known Carver long enough to decide he has decent hygiene. And Myrrh’s a woman. We bathe.”

	“If we had to bring some sort of meat to tempt these dogs, why’d you have to choose fish?” Carver whispers. “And for the record, I figured it was Pup too.”

	“It’s what the message from Hook said we should do,” Myrrh says. “The estate owners train the dogs not to take raw meat from strangers, but no self-respecting merchant will handle old fish, so the dogs don’t have the same restraint. Of course, the message also said the fish thing doesn’t work very well. So be ready to run.”

	With a huff, Lavender grabs the satchel and finishes her climb. Myrrh lets the others go, then brings up the rear. As her head clears the drainage grate, she takes a breath of fresh air. Lavender is downwind, leaving just the scent of leaves and grass. If she didn’t know she was in the middle of Ostgard, she’d think she was back on the road to Pineshadow.

	“What do they do with all this space?” Pup whispers.

	“Fill it with dogs who like fish, apparently,” Carver answers.

	“Who maybe like fish,” Lavender adds.

	“And the longer we stand here the more likely we’ll run into one of those dogs,” Myrrh says. “From here, we are supposed to climb straight uphill. We need to cross a stone wall, or if there are no guards, we can get up top and follow it.”

	“Any gates, or do we climb?” Lavender asks.

	“Climb, it seems.”

	Despite carrying the satchel of fish, Lavender cracks a smile. “I was hoping this would be fun.”

	Though Myrrh doubts anyone ventures out to walk them, a series of manicured paths cross the estate. The thieves don’t need to be told to avoid the gravel-strewn walkways, favoring instead the cushion of grass and moss. Stately broadleaf trees spread boughs overhead, the branches bathing in the silvery moonlight. Here and there, groups of stones have been placed in arrangements that Myrrh assumes are intended to be artful. If she lived here, they’d be good places to stash her loot.

	They’ve nearly reached the imposing bulk of the wall when she hears the snuffling whine. As a group, the thieves stop short and slowly turn to look downhill.

	Low growls flow up the slope as the pair of dogs approaches. Their eyes glint in the dark, mirroring the gleam deep in Myrrh’s friends’ gazes. 

	“What do you say to throwing one of those fish,” Myrrh whispers.

	“I don’t know why I got stuck with his job,” Lavender mutters as she plunges her arm into the satchel.

	The dead fish flops in her hand as she draws it out, nose wrinkled.

	“Here you go, doggie,” she calls as she tosses the silvery body.

	The dog jumps sideways to avoid being clocked in the head, then lowers its nose to the gift. After sniffing a couple times, it growls again and steps closer.

	“So much for that idea,” Pup mutters.

	“Are we done with the fish then?” Lavender asks.

	“Not exactly,” Myrrh says, edging back toward the wall. “I generally try to bring tools with more than one use.”

	One of the dogs barks and charges. Carver shouts and aims a kick at the animal’s head, knocking it aside. The dog rolls but quickly regains its feet and starts to stalk closer.

	“Then you’ll have to carry them,” Lavender says, throwing the satchel toward Myrrh’s feet. “I can’t exactly throw off my climbing balance.”

	With that, she springs for the wall, clambering up it like a spider. Moments later, she drops a silk line that’s knotted to provide handholds. 

	The group backs toward the wall in a loose cluster, Carver anchoring the middle.

	“Myrrh and Pup need to climb first,” Lavender calls. “I need you both to help belay Carver.”

	Not to mention, Carver seems to be the only one equipped to deal with the dogs. He grunts and boots one in the ribs, provoking another series of snarls. Myrrh doesn’t need to be invited twice. She snatches the fish satchel and sprints for the rope.

	Her feet scrabble over moss-covered stone as she climbs, hand over hand, up the line. Viewed from the top of the wall, the temple seems almost close enough to touch, all marble pillars and climbing vines. Just like all merchant establishments, it’s perfectly groomed. But she’s willing to bet the nooks and crannies hold plenty of dirt.

	Once Pup reaches the top of the wall, they each sit and grab hold of the line, grunting as Carver gives a last kick at one of the canines and commits his weight. He gains the top of the wall with an ungraceful belly flop, straddles it, and looks around.

	“Well, that was fun,” he says. “Think there’s any truth to the fish thing, or did Hook just tell you that to amuse themselves.”

	“I’m guessing amusement,” Lavender says.

	Myrrh sighs. “You’re probably right.” She promised to cut the syndicate in on half of what they pilfer from the donations box. Not that she wants to make any more enemies right now, but she may consider reducing that payment to a quarter.

	“Let’s keep moving,” she says. “I assume their information on the temple guards is correct, which means the rest of our evening won’t be so easy.”

	


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	YES. HOOK’S INFORMATION on the temple security is correct. Unfortunately.

	The merchants of Ostgard might be ignoring the disintegration of the Shield Watch enforcement in the lower city districts, but they’ve let nothing slip when it comes to defending their faith. The sight makes Myrrh wonder what they’ll find in the donations box. Given the tendency among the traders to act wealthy, wandering the Neck’s night market all decked out in their finest, while carrying nothing but coppers in their purses, she expected just petty coins in the box—enough to make quite a racket when poured in through the slot but of a small enough denomination that they won’t hurt a balance sheet.

	Maybe they take their faith more seriously than she imagined.

	Regardless, crouching behind a hedge that bounds the marble courtyard on the front approach to the temple, she counts a full ten stone-faced guards. They stand at rigid attention, hands on the pommels of their weapons. The other aspects of the temple are the same, the guard count reduced only where there’s nothing but seamless stone to defend, marble blocks joined so tight she doubts even Lavender could get her fingernails in.

	Not only that, but along with the stationary sentries, there are also five or six roving patrollers. The men and women stalk across the plain of bare stone, footsteps clacking.

	“No cover on the approach. Thirty guards at least. Nice choice for a target,” Carver mutters. “What did you say you wanted to steal, Myrrh? Old papers?”

	The other two thieves cast glances that suggest they share Carver’s sentiments.

	Myrrh smirks, working a set of dice in her hand to loosen it up. “This is what we do, right?”

	“If you say so. You do have a plan, I assume.”

	She nods at the duffel bag. “Our clothes are in there.”

	“Clothes?”

	“You’ll see. Just open it.”

	***

	Myrrh scurries across the moonlit courtyard clutching the skirts of her trusty merchant’s dress as the satchel bounces on her hip. She fixes her face in an anguished expression, eyes pleading, lips parted. Behind her, the other thieves approach the temple at a more sedate pace, each wearing a ridiculous tabard emblazoned with an obscure crest. Lavender and Carver keep hands on their weapons, while Pup carries a small sheaf of rustling paper. As instructed, they keep their eyes down to avoid showing the telltale shine of the glimmer.

	Chewing her lip, Myrrh rushes up the low set of stairs toward the temple entrance. The nearest guard moves to stop her, brow beetling.

	He runs his eyes over, taking in the velvet garment and her jade-and-emerald pendant.

	“The temple’s closed, Mistress,” he says. His nose wrinkles as he catches a whiff of the fish satchel. The man tries to keep a straight face.

	“Oh no! It can’t be. Please…I’ll be ruined.”

	He straightens and takes a small step away from her stench. “Apologies, Mistress. No admittance.”

	“Merchant, not Mistress. I’m Merchant Allagon, licensed trader and seller of goods.”

	“In that case, I’m sorry, Merchant Allagon, but worship hours are from dawn to dusk.”

	Myrrh balls her fists as the others step up behind her. “But if I don’t clear the curse tonight, I’ll lose my contracts. I must pray to the Patron. It’s my only hope.”

	The guard takes another unwitting step back. “Temple hours are set by order of the city council.”

	With a low growl, Carver shoulders close to Myrrh. He looks at the guard out of the corner of his eye, managing to appear menacing without showing his glimmer-shine. “Do you not know, man? Merchant Allagon is a special guest of a man who sits on that very council.”

	Myrrh nods. “Councilman Emmerst. In fact, it’s him who sent me. This deal affects both of our interests, but with the Fishmonger’s Woe placed on both me and my secretary”—she glances back at Pup—“by our unscrupulous rivals, the other party involved in our trade negotiations refuses to share a chamber with us. And we have only until dawn to finish our dealings.”

	The guard’s lip twitches. “Fishmonger’s Woe. Is that the source of the smell?”

	Myrrh grimaces and crosses her arms over her chest. “Of course. You don’t think I smelled this way naturally, do you? I’ll have you know that many a courtier has complimented my delicate roselike scent.”

	The man exhales, his jaw working in frustration. “Whatever the case, I simply can’t let you in.”

	Myrrh narrows her eyes. “Then point me to your captain. I’m sure he’ll see reason.”

	With the faintest eyeroll, the guard jabs his thumb toward the man standing directly in front of the wide temple entrance. Myrrh stalks toward the captain. To relax her hand, she touches her fingertips to her thumb one after the other, back and forth.

	“I assume you are more understanding than your underling,” she says, looking up at the square-jawed man.

	The captain flinches as the stench from her satchel smacks him. “The answer’s the same, I’m afraid. No one may enter the temple outside of official worship hours.”

	Myrrh sighs heavily and raises her right hand, wiggling her fingers in the gesture Nab taught her. She practiced all afternoon, and Nab finally declared her semicompetent in casting the cantrip. Unfortunately, the guard just looks down at her hand with a perplexed expression.

	“What are you doing?” he asks.

	Myrrh swallows, reminding herself to stay calm. “It’s a spasm. Part of this dreadful curse.” She clutches her contorted fingers with her other hand and pretends to straighten them.

	With a deep breath, she moves her hand through the motion again. Abruptly, the guard’s eyes go distant. Yes! Myrrh wants to dance in triumph over having finally succeeded.

	Instead, she continues on in the same woeful tone she’s been using. “Please, I beg you. You must know the Patron belongs to all merchants, not just those who keep regular hours. My need is tremendous, far greater than those who come to pay tribute when it’s convenient. And no one will know that you let me pass the threshold. Do you think I want to admit this to my peers? I smell like low tide in the Port Cities. You want to let me in.”

	He blinks, his sense of duty clearly struggling against the suggestion. She makes a hand gesture again for good measure. “In fact, you might even be honor-bound to let me pass, a devout subject of the Patron come to beg for succor from the greatest financial threat ever to strike her enterprise.”

	Carver nudges her, perhaps to suggest she’s overdoing it. Regardless, it seems to be working.

	“Well, I suppose…” the guard captain says.

	“Wonderful,” Myrrh says, brushing past. “It would also be best if you sent a group of four horses—saddled and decked in livery from your guard order—to the rear exit from the scribes’ hall. We’ll want to leave quickly and discreetly once the curse is lifted.”

	“I—all right. As you say, Merchant Allagon.”

	


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	AFTER EMPTYING THE donation box, a heavy iron container bolted to the floor but secured by a lock that even a novice could pick, Myrrh understands why Hook allowed her syndicate to run the job. It might have been full of copper and silver, but it seems the priests don’t empty the box often. Her satchel, boots, and every pocket of her cloak is absolutely stuffed with coins. Without the wheezing horse beneath her, she doubts she could have walked out of East Fifth without collapsing.

	Of course, now that the collection box is full of dead fish, she suspects it will be emptied more promptly.

	As early morning light seeps into the city, the group files through the empty streets near the bottom of the district, horses plodding along what must be their usual commute. Between Myrrh’s velvet dress and the guard livery on the horses, the sentries at the border of East Fifth scarcely glance at her small group as they pass from the district.

	Out on the waterfront, Myrrh breathes a sigh of relief and cracks a grin. The duffel bag slung over Carver’s shoulder holds every scroll and moldering book from the section of the scribe’s hall labeled as Foreign Religion. Now all she has to do is find someone to pore through every decaying parchment and crumbling note for information on oathbinding.

	Fortunately, Nab’s tutor has recently told her that the boy needs more texts to reference in his studies.

	“Now that was some good, clean fun, wouldn’t you say?” Myrrh asks. For once, the job didn’t involve killing anyone or striking bone-chilling fear into the heart of some unfortunate mark. Just a little creative talking and finger wiggling. Myrrh could get used to more heists like that, even if the only prize is a sack full of documents.

	“I suppose it was amusing,” Lavender says. “Could’ve used a few more tightrope walks, but I never turn down pulling one over on the merchants.”

	Myrrh glances at a tavern near the next street corner. The placard out front shows the horse and cart Hook described in their missive. “I need to break off here to make the drop for Hook. Could you deliver the documents to my safe house, Carver?”

	“Sure thing, Mistress—wait, is that Olm?” He gestures with his chin toward a young man sprinting north along the waterfront.

	“Who?”

	“A new grubber that joined Ghost syndicate while you were in the Crags. We’ve been using him to run messages while he earns his way into better gigs.”

	“I think it is,” Lavender says.

	Myrrh grips the reins tightly, a chill spreading through her belly. The horses stomp and toss their heads while Olm draws near.

	“You Mistress Myrrh?” he asks, breathing hard and ducking his head.

	“I am.”

	“A message came for you just after midnight. It’s someone named Glint. There’s been an attack. He’s alive but not well. At an address in Lower Fringe that the messenger said you knew.”

	Myrrh feels as if she just swallowed a meal of cold gravel. She searches the faces of her companions, then nods to Carver as she strips off her cloak. “The coins are supposed to go to a person named Shrike.” She nods toward the tavern. “Back room. I hoped to give them my opinion on their misinformation regarding the fish. That’s up to you.”

	“You still want these delivered to your safe house?” he pats the duffel.

	Myrrh presses her lips together, takes a breath, then holds out her hand. “I’ll take them. It may be a while before I get back.”

	Carver’s eyes widen with faint alarm. “Does that mean Sapphire’s in charge again?”

	Myrrh almost smiles but can’t bring herself to do it. “You may just be that lucky. I’ll send word by nightfall.”

	***

	Bernard opens the door before Myrrh can knock. His face is as pale as whipping cream, just a few purple splotches on his cheeks.

	“What happened, Bernard?”

	The cook shakes his head. “I haven’t been able to get the story. He arrived in the middle of the night clutching his belly. So much blood. He was mumbling and rambling. The only clear words I heard were ‘Get Myrrh.’”

	“Did you call a healer?”

	Bernard nods. “The woman stitched the wounds but said most of the problem is inside. Said he’s in fate’s hands now.”

	“Where? I want to see him.”

	The cook steps aside, allowing her in. The dining room is dark, heavy drapes drawn over the windows, only a single candle standing in a pool of wax on the table. Myrrh takes a shaky breath, hugging herself tight.

	“He’s in his room, Mistress. Tep is watching over him.”

	“What about guards? Whoever did this will try again if they find out he’s still alive.”

	Bernard blinks and stammers. “I…I didn’t think of it. We’ve never—”

	“I understand. You’ve never needed them here because Glint can look out for himself and because he doesn’t involve you in dealings that lead to this sort of thing. But you’re going to need to make an exception. There are members of his organization who can help protect him—and you—today. Tep knows how to reach them. He’s come to the other…establishment where his associates can be found. I’ll send him down, and you can ask him to go fetch help.”

	Bernard’s face darkens at the news that Tep knows the location of the other safe house, but he quickly masters the emotion.

	“Anything else, Mistress?”

	She nods. “Bar the doors. Come up with a signal. No one gets in without giving the proper knock or word.”

	The man pulls a dry dishrag from his apron pocket and dabs at his head. His hand flutters as he tucks it away. “Bar the door. Got it.”

	“And don’t forget the kitchen door and windows,” she says as she jogs for the stairs.

	The double doors to Glint’s room stand slightly ajar, exposing just a sliver of the darkened interior. Myrrh pulls up short and approaches on tiptoes. Her hand shakes as she reaches for the door’s handle.

	A pair of candles lights Glint’s bedchamber, one on either side of his wide bed. He lies beneath a fluffy down comforter, head sunk deep into the pillow, eyes closed. His hair has been brushed back from his face, and sweat sheens his skin.

	Tep sits beside the bed in a straight-backed chair, fists planted on his thighs. When Myrrh sets the duffel of paper aside and approaches the bed, the boy finally drags his eyes from Glint’s unconscious form. For once, Tep has no glare or sharp words for her. He looks younger than his ten or so years, and as his lip starts to tremble, he rubs his fists against his eyes.

	She lays a hand on his shoulder. “Glint’s lucky to have had someone as brave as you watch over him tonight. May I take over for you? We need someone who is an especially fast runner to go fetch Glint’s friends from the tenement building.”

	Tep licks his lips. “I can do that.”

	“You know which one I mean?”

	The boy nods. “Where his thief friends hang out, right?”

	A faint smile touches Myrrh’s lips at the thought of how Bernard would react upon hearing that. “We need as many of them as can come. They need to be ready to guard Glint, okay? That means weapons and any traps they can set to stop intruders.”

	Though Tep seems to be staring at Glint’s face, his eyes are unfocused. He blinks a few times, probably banishing tears. “Whoever did this, I swear I’ll…” His cheeks tremble as he struggles to finish the sentence.

	Myrrh squeezes his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I suspect there will be a number of volunteers to help get revenge. The people who did this will regret ever seeing Glint, much less laying hands on him.”

	The boy rises from his chair, leans forward as if to lay a hand on Glint’s arm where it lies beneath the covers. He pauses before his hand touches down and quickly turns and dashes away. Myrrh watches him disappear through the door, then lowers herself into the chair. Ever so gently, she lifts the covers from Glint torso, holding them back to get a look at his wounds.

	She clenches her jaw and clamps her eyes shut at the sight. Slashes crisscross his chest and shoulders, mostly long cuts that don’t penetrate deep. It’s as if someone toyed with him, striking him again and again, slowly making it harder for Glint to defend himself or strike back. The long gashes have been stitched as have the deeper puncture wounds. These are surely what he suffers from now, the bruising around the wounds showing the force with which the blades struck.

	Myrrh swallows and tugs the blanket back up to his chin. “What happened to you?” she asks quietly.

	It has to have been Bartholomew’s assassins. If this was an attempt by Emmerst or one of his other rivals for the Maire’s seat, the killing would have been quick. Poison in Glint’s wine. A professional assassin hired to slit his throat while he slept. This is too messy for that. It’s the work not only of someone unhinged or enraged but of someone who—despite all this damage—didn’t have the expertise to finish the job. Perhaps a gang of Cragsmen who were hiding in Ostgard just waiting for the opportunity to get Glint alone.

	Why didn’t Glint listen to her about the assassins? Was she not forceful enough? Did her emotions regarding the fate of their relationship keep her from communicating the seriousness?

	All at once, Myrrh can’t breathe. The darkness is claustrophobic, the room trying to crush her. She stands, and the chair falls over as she rushes to the window, drags back the drapes, and pounds a fist against the glass. There’s no catch. No way to throw open the window. Hands on either side of the frame, she forces herself to drag the too-warm air into her lungs. Purses her lips and blows it back out. Inhales again.

	Her heart rate slows as her panic subsides. Swallowing, she turns back to the room and the square of light now falling onto the deep carpet. As she stares at it, the scene blurs. She swipes the tears away before they slide free.

	There’s still a chance Glint may live. Regardless of what the healer says about the damage inside, he’s strong. Lying in a dark room as if those who know him are already in mourning won’t help his cause though. Determined, Myrrh stalks to the other windows and pulls the drapes aside. Morning light floods the chamber, exposing the truth of his pallor but adding hope to the situation. As soon as Glint’s associates arrive, Myrrh will send someone to seek out other healers. One woman’s opinion is not enough when it comes to deciding when someone dies.

	And in the meantime, Myrrh has much to accomplish. Glint wouldn’t want her weeping by his bedside. He would want her to keep searching for a way to shatter Bartholomew’s plans and send the Death Cloak fleeing for its shadow realm. Myrrh hefts the duffel bag from the floor and marches to Glint’s desk. She pulls out the first stack of crumbling paper and gets to work.

	


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	REGARDING THE PRACTICE of oathbinding, scholars believe it arose not long after settlers arrived in the Crags region and began constructing the three major holdfasts, which still stand today. An order of priests claimed to have been given commandments by Shevan the Proud, a deity who may or may not have been descended from the creator god, Thavv, who cleaved the once-unbroken stone massif that formed the spine of Vellos into the serrated and sharply defined ridges of the Crags region.

	Myrrh yawns as the words swim before her. If there’s an occupation she would like less than being a historian, she’s not sure what it might be. Talk about torture… 

	The lore doesn’t seem to offer any clues, so she skims forward to areas in the leather-bound book that speak of the histories that Vera, the bird keeper, mentioned.

	Though conceived as a method for subjects to declare binding loyalty to their oathlords and masters in the holdfasts, the practice quickly became misused by those same lords. It was discovered that subjects could be bound against their will provided no stronger oath held them. Thus, soldiers and vassals who had previously declared their oaths with honest intent could not be stolen for another lord. But the outlying areas and common townsfolk had among them many unsworn persons. For a period of five years, the lords of the holdfasts raced to send their priests into unclaimed towns. Only once the number of unsworn dwindled did the masters begin to eye the vassals sworn to the other fortresses.

	Myrrh presses her fingers to her temples, wondering if there’s something to this particular passage. If the soldiers couldn’t be bound because they’d already sworn an oath of their own free will—as opposed to being bound by a priest’s incantation—does that mean Nettle already has an oathbinding? She shakes her head. That makes no sense given what Nettle claimed about her lack of knowledge of Shevan. Still, it’s something to look into, though she doubts anything will come of it.

	As for the transfer of allegiance, there were two known methods. In the case of forced oathbindings, such as when a town was conquered and its residents forced to turn their loyalty to the conqueror, the transfer was a simple matter of sending in a priest to say the incantations. 

	Oaths sworn under free will were somewhat more complicated and only occurred when, for instance, a settlement was discovered where the residents had sworn an oath to a minor official such as the town mayor. If the mayor were to instruct his vassals to swear, in turn, to the holdfast master, the allegiance almost always transferred. 

	The only known case where this did not work was when one town mayor tried to bind his citizens to the leader of a soldiers’ garrison. The difficulty arose because the garrison commander had once been a citizen of the town and had therefore sworn to the mayor.

	The problem, of course, is that binding oneself to a person who has already sworn their will to the person attempting the oath would create a loop. Neither will would be able to dominate because they would each be sworn to the other.

	Myrrh takes a deep breath and stifles the urge to crumple the paper. Why must scholars try so hard to make their texts indecipherable? Laying her palms on the table, she thinks through what she just read. If she’s interpreting it correctly, two people can’t be oathbound to one another because it leaves no way to determine who has authority.

	There’s something about that detail that scratches at her thoughts, but after the sleepless night and with Glint likely dying behind her, she just can’t catch hold of it. She sighs and slides a leather tassel into the book to mark the page, then stands and stretches.

	When she notices that Glint is stirring, she races to his side, slips her hand beneath the covers, and grabs his hand.

	“Glint?”

	His eyes move behind his eyelids, and his lips part. Moments later though, he stills. Myrrh swallows, hard, and sits back in the chair.

	Get Myrrh. She thinks again about what Bernard told her. As he staggered into the room, his only decipherable words were to ask for her.

	“Of all the ways you could have proved you still care…” she says, shaking her head.

	She’s still staring at him when a light knock comes at the door and Resh, the big, bald thief Glint was grooming to take over daily operations of his syndicate, slips his bulk into the room.

	“I guess Tep found you,” she says.

	“What happened?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “We can’t be sure. I suspect it was assassins sent by a man trying to take Craghold from Glint. Is Mink here?”

	Despite Myrrh’s disagreements with the woman, the assassin’s knowledge of what happened in Pineshadow will be useful here. And her skill with knives won’t hurt either.

	“I saw her briefly after you returned from the Crags,” Resh says as he pads across the room toward Glint’s bed. “She said she was worried about people moving in on our interests. She wanted to investigate but didn’t seem pleased when I asked for details.” He sighs and rubs his bald head. “It’s been hard without Glint around to manage things.”

	Myrrh scoots her chair back to give the man room at Glint’s side. “He told me he’d been training you to make the daily decisions.”

	“He was trying. But it’s not my strength.” Resh laughs and shakes his head. “We have people like Nyx slavering over the position, but he chooses me.”

	It sounds a lot like Ghost syndicate. Sure, there are quite a few people who would like to supplant her as a leader, and she’d gladly give over control if any of them could be trusted to do what’s right for the organization. Unfortunately, it seems those best suited for power are the ones who don’t really want it.

	Resh doesn’t seem to know what to do with his hands as he moves them from his pockets to crossed over his chest to back loose at his sides. After a moment of this, he turns and paces away from the bed.

	“Myrrh.” Glint’s voice is so quiet, she thinks it might have been her imagination. But Resh must have heard it too because he whirls, gaze intent.

	Myrrh leaps from her chair and leans over Glint’s bed.

	“Glint. What happened?”

	“Haava…clear serum…heals.”

	“The clear Haava liquid heals? Is that what you’re saying? How much does it take?” 

	She drops her ear near his lips to listen for his answer, but he’s already gone again, dragged down into unconsciousness. Once again, his chest rises shallowly, his body’s only motion.

	Myrrh doesn’t think she misheard though. Glint’s been investigating the Haava compounds and must have received another answer. The clear serum heals. Maybe the information can save his life. Myrrh jams her hands into her hair and grabs fistfuls of the disheveled mess.

	“All right,” she says to Resh. “We need everyone you can muster to guard this room and this man. I don’t know how the assassins got to him, but for all his bravado, Glint is careful. And still they caught him by surprise. We can’t take chances, okay?”

	Resh nods, jaw set.

	“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

	With that, Myrrh drags off the merchant’s dress she pulled over her thief’s woolens last night, tosses it into the corner of the room, and leaves at a run.

	


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	MYRRH BURSTS INTO the safe house the moment Graves opens the door.

	“Heard you were up to something fishy last night,” he says, looking to the side to disguise his obvious pride in the joke.

	She can’t bring herself to laugh, but she claps him on the shoulder. “All tools should be considered by the serious thief. But sorry, Graves. No time to chat.”

	She dashes up the stairs three at a time. As she throws open the door to her room, her stomach drops into her pelvis. 

	The leather cases holding her Haava compounds are gone.

	Disbelieving, she runs into the room, falls to the floor next to the bed, turns a slow circle. But there’s no sign whatsoever of the cases.

	Trying to control her breathing, she scans the room for clues to what might have happened. There. The window shutter has been removed. Whoever did this tossed it onto the bed. But that wasn’t to gain access. No one could’ve come in that way due to the bar she installed to hold the shutters closed. 

	More likely, it was done to get the cases out; from what she remembers of their size, they would have just fit without the shutter getting in the way.

	Feeling sick, she pokes her head out the chamber door.

	“Graves, has anyone been in my room?”

	“Just that woman that works for Glint,” he calls up the stairs.

	Her head swims. “Who? The Scythe?”

	He climbs a few steps so they can see each other, then shakes his head. “The assassin lady came by late last evening. She said she borrowed a pair of your calfskin gloves on the trip to the mountains and wanted to return them along with a thank-you gift.”

	Mink? Myrrh tightens her grip on the doorjamb. “How long was she in my room?”

	“To be honest, I didn’t pay too much attention. Was busy talking to that nice girl from Pineshadow.”

	In other words, plenty of time to remove the shutter and lower the cases to the alley.

	Myrrh clenches her jaw. Mink has to be the thief. She borrowed no gloves from Myrrh, and she certainly left no thank-you gift behind. But why? Because of their argument over the use of violence? Did the assassin catch a glimpse of Myrrh’s fortune and decide she didn’t deserve it?

	Myrrh lays a hand on her forehead. She can try to understand the assassin’s reasons later. Right now she has to find a way to track the assassin down. Whether or not they agree on things, Mink won’t hesitate to use the clear serum to save Glint’s life. And that’s what matters right now.

	But how in the sixing pox is she going to track the woman down? She can try the tenement safe house, but Myrrh doubts Mink would bring the stolen cases there—Myrrh has too many friends among Glint’s associates. Her best chance of tracking the woman is by using etch, but her supply was in those cases. Rushing across the room, Myrrh pulls the nightstand from against the wall and opens the hidden drawer in the back. The little brazier where she burned the leaf before is tucked into the far corner of the drawer. She pulls off the lid and looks inside. A small pile of ash and dried leaf is scattered across the bottom. It scarcely seems enough for a proper dose, but she’ll have to try.

	She turns for the hall to see that Graves has climbed the stairs and now stands in the doorway.

	“Find Warrell,” she says. “Tell him I need the best crew he can put together. Fighters capable of taking out the deadliest assassin in the city if it comes to it. And I need them now.”

	***

	Once Warrell arrives at the safe house with a group of four armed-and-armored ruffians, Myrrh closes the door to her bedroom and sets out the brazier on the night table. To contain as much smoke as possible, she drapes a bed sheet over her and the little brass pot, tucking in the corners all around. Careful not to burn the sheet, she brings a candle flame to the small pile of char and leaf bits. A thin tendril of smoke curls from the brazier, and she inhales, ignoring the burn in her throat and holding the substance as long as she can.

	With each heartbeat, the little pile of cinders and leaves shrinks. Myrrh starts to feel dizzy after so long in a tent that keeps out fresh air. But just as the last bits of leaves dissolve, the edges smoldering and winking out, the smells and sensations of etchings awaken in her senses.

	For good measure, Myrrh remains beneath the sheet for a few more breaths, then finally tosses off her tent and looks around.

	Before tracking Noble’s henchman, Hemlock, she met with him while dosed with etch to gather an imprint of his residue. She has no such option with Mink, but she’s hoping her status as boss of Ghost syndicate has kept curiosity seekers from entering her room, reducing the number of trails within.

	And it seems her authority has bought that much. Just two unfamiliar trails crisscross the room. One smells like licorice while the sound of blackbirds warbling scratches in the back of her skull. The other reminds her of the bright yellow powder left when a child presses a dandelion to their skin. It smells like sunshine after a storm but, incongruously, the sound in her skull is the squealing of hinges or axles in need of grease.

	Myrrh throws open her door. “All right. I’m ready for Nettle.”

	Meekly, the girl shuffles from the doorway to her bedroom, trailing licorice and blackbird feathers.

	That leaves just the sun-after-storm, dandelion-yellow trail of Glint’s assassin. Myrrh can see it now, entering the safe house through the front door, streaking up the stairs, and collecting in her room where Mink grabbed the cases and dropped them out the window. Now all that remains is to follow the trail before the effects of the etch fade. 

	Well, and there’s the minor detail of confronting the assassin in her lair. But that’s a problem for later.

	As Myrrh starts for the stairs, her research from the morning flashes through her thoughts. She turns to Nettle.

	“I suspect I know the answer already, but to be certain, you never swore an oath to someone, did you?”

	Nettle blinks, confused. “I—well, I promised Jakob we’d always be together.”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “I mean, an official oath before Shevan. Nothing like that.”

	The girl shakes her head. “No, Mistress.”

	Myrrh sighs. Well, it was worth a shot. The texts claim that an oath sworn by free will is stronger than one forced, and she had a faint hope the answer would be as simple as convincing the oathbound to swear to someone besides Bartholomew. They’d still be bound, but it would be an improvement. And in Hawk’s case, a lifesaver.

	In any case, one problem at a time. Right now, she really needs to find Mink.

	


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	 

	MINK’S TRAIL HEADS north. Through alleys, up and along a thieves’ path that travels a series of rooftops near the dyers’ row where Ghost had its showdown with Noble’s gang, back down to street level where decaying eaves cast mottled shadows. The farther they go, moving as quickly as possible without losing Mink’s etching, the more certain Myrrh becomes of their destination.

	Back before Glint and Hawk recruited the woman for their new organization, Mink was the lead assassin for the Haven syndicate. In Betweens, the district controlled by Ghost’s rival gang, lies directly north of Rat Town. Of all the places Mink could go, she’d be most familiar with that area. 

	If Myrrh’s right, they have a problem ahead. It won’t look good to have a group of armed Ghost syndicate members barging into Haven territory.

	As they draw within a block of the wide avenue that forms the border between the districts, Warrell catches Myrrh’s eye.

	“I’ll do the talking as they confront us,” she says.

	The big man nods and hardens his jaw. In truth, it probably won’t matter who speaks. But if someone is going to earn a bounty on their head for this foray, Myrrh would rather it be her. She has the most resources at her disposal for protection, and this is her personal mission.

	A few wagons pass back and forth on the boundary street, hooves of the mule teams clapping against the cobblestones, the wheels creaking and squealing like the sound of Mink’s trail inside Myrrh’s skull. She pauses at the edge of the street and stares into the district beyond. No doubt sentries have seen them already. In hopes the act will show they mean no trouble, Myrrh makes an act of laying the heel of her hand against the pommel of her dagger and pushing to assure the blade is securely sheathed.

	“No one draws a blade unless we’re directly attacked or I give the nod,” she says, making eye contact with each of her fighters to assure they acknowledge her directive.

	After that, she strides across the street and into In Betweens.

	Though not as rundown as Rat Town, the district is still home to the working class. Balconies overhang the streets, the washing hung from lines that stretch across alleys. Trash and food scraps rot in heaps between some buildings, while between others, residents are attempting to clear the mess by burning trash in iron fire rings. Myrrh feels eyes following their movements as they delve deeper into Haven territory. On the stoops fronting a few buildings, women have set up with buckets and knives and are peeling vegetables while men squint down at leather items—shoes, and in a few cases, saddles—while they shove awls through for repairs. As Myrrh’s group passes, conversation ceases. People disappear into their homes.

	The confrontation was probably inevitable, but Myrrh still feels her shoulders slump as a group of seven Haven members appears in an intersection ahead. She takes a deep breath and motions for her followers to hang back a few paces as she strides forward, showing her palms.

	“I would like to ask permission to hunt down a thief who stole my personal belongings,” she calls. “She fled into In Betweens.”

	A gruff-looking woman with a wide jaw and squinty eyes snarls as she steps forward. Her etching reminds Myrrh of a strange mix of baking bread and the gray-green lichen that coats stone walls in Lower Fringe. Expecting an attack at any time, Myrrh tries to focus on the group ahead, searching for telltale twitches or tensing muscles. But with the etch residues clouding her vision, her combat perception is worthless.

	“Etiquette in Ostgard is you ask before entering foreign turf.”

	“It’s urgent,” Myrrh says. “There wasn’t time. But I’ll make recompense. Next three requests to run jobs inside Rat Town are yours. No questions asked as long as it doesn’t harm any of my members or Rat Town residents.”

	The woman shakes her head. “We’ve had enough trouble with Ghost syndicate lately. No reason to trust the word of its so-called leader.”

	“Aside from the mistaken act of two young thieves, we’ve stayed on our side of the border. That’s more than can be said for your members.”

	“Says the woman standing on Haven turf with four armed men and enough weapons to arm ten more.”

	Myrrh keeps her palms forward to show she’s making no move to grab for a weapon. “And if any of these people moves against Haven interests, we’ll cede you the three northernmost blocks of Rat Town.”

	“Like I said, I’ve got no reason to trust you. I’ve heard rumors though. Something about a stash of rubies Ghost’s leader carries around. I’d consider looking the other way for half your gems.”

	Myrrh clenches a fist. Her rubies are still sewn into the merchant’s dress she so hastily left behind in Glint’s room. “They aren’t on me, and I won’t say where they are, but if it’s the gems you want, I’ll deliver them by nightfall tomorrow.”

	The Haven woman shakes her head. “I’m afraid that’s not good enough. And I’m getting tired of talking.” She glances toward her followers. “Agreed, boys?”

	So much for negotiations. Stepping forward, Myrrh takes a deep breath and holds up her hand, wiggling her fingers in the cantrip’s motion.

	The woman snorts. “Nice try.” With a bellow, she charges.

	“Try not to kill them,” Warrell shouts, sparing Myrrh the need.

	Over the heads of the clashing combatants, she catches a glimpse of the big man backhanding one of Haven’s young rogues. Scarcely more than a boy, the thief spits blood as his head whips to the side.

	A shout from behind Myrrh’s shoulder brings her whirling around to catch a descending club on the edge of her blade. The force of the blow nearly knocks the dagger from her hand, and she frantically backpedals to gain space. Just in time. On the upstroke from the club’s swing, the man brings the end of the weapon within a finger’s width of her ribs. She coughs at the thought of the bone-snapping blow that would have been.

	Dashing hard to the side, Myrrh spies a parked handcart and leaps, landing in the bed. She can’t fight with the etchings clouding the scene. A quick glimpse of the fight brings a grimace to her face. One of Haven’s thieves is down and scuttling away on hands and knees, his lower leg bleeding profusely. But there are still six Haven thugs at full strength, and they’ve advanced shoulder to shoulder to prevent attacks from the flanks. Even if Myrrh were in the thick of the fight, Ghost would be outnumbered by one. They might win, but it’s likely people would die or take grievous wounds on both sides.

	And with the etch hazing her sight, she’s no good to her companions anyway.

	She hears the clack as someone claps their window shutters closed behind her, no doubt afraid the violence will spread beyond the brawl in the street. Opposite the chaos of clashing blades and kicking feet, she spies a building resident peering from a balcony with frightened eyes.

	That’s when she spots the cloud of residue surrounding the lower door of the building. Baking bread and crumbly lichen—the leader of this band of Haven fighters must live in the building.

	As much as Myrrh hates to leave her men to fight, this isn’t something they’ll win without rigging the cards. Even if they manage to incapacitate this group of Haven members, more will surely arrive. The only way to get out of this unscathed is to evacuate the area without Haven following in pursuit.

	Circling wide to stay clear of the melee, Myrrh sprints for the door to the woman’s building. Clenching her jaw and hoping there’s no bar holding it closed, she aims the sole of her boot at the door with a massive kick. The wood around the latch splinters and explodes, the door flying open.

	Hating the screams that fill the room, she rushes in.

	***

	“Haven!” Myrrh yells as she steps back into the street. Stumbling before her, a teenaged girl moans and cringes. Myrrh’s dagger presses against the side of her neck, not biting into flesh, but no doubt stinging.

	When the leader of the Haven fighters spots Myrrh and her captive, she freezes and staggers back, ignoring the slice of a Ghost-syndicate blade across her arm. Blood wells through her leather armor, but she just stares in horror at Myrrh and the girl who Myrrh assumes is the woman’s daughter.

	“Everyone back off,” Myrrh yells.

	A few more blows fall, fists and steel striking flesh and armor. 

	The Haven woman, face purple with rage, shouts, “Get that sixing blade away from her.”

	This grabs everyone’s attention, and the battle quiets, the rough lines of Haven and Ghost fighters backing away from one another. Warrell looks to Myrrh for direction.

	“I am taking Emily with us,” Myrrh says in a low voice that suggests no one should argue. “But I swear on my thief’s honor that no harm will come to her. I told the truth when I said I’m chasing someone. She stole something precious, and I need it today. Now. Once I retrieve my possessions, we will leave your turf by the most direct route possible, leaving Emily at the border. You can have someone shadow us to assure her safety.”

	The Haven woman’s eyes seem to bulge with anger, and her lips part in a feral snarl. No matter what happens after today, she will never forgive Myrrh. But that’s a problem for another time.

	Myrrh glances at her people, noting a few injuries. One man has lost part of his ear, and a blade has opened a cut on Warrell’s leg. They’re in better shape than some of the Haven members though. Aside from the thief who escaped the fight after his leg injury, there’s blood dripping off the leader’s fingertips from her soaked sleeve, and another woman is holding her ribs.

	“Fall in behind me,” Myrrh commands. She starts forward, shoving the terrified girl ahead. Every whimper sends a dagger of guilt into Myrrh’s heart, but this was the only way she could think of to avoid more bloodshed. There were two younger children she left behind, having hoped Emily’s age will help her come through this emotionally unscathed.

	Myrrh’s thieves form a semicircle behind, walking backward until they’ve put sufficient distance between their position and Haven’s group. Once far enough away, Myrrh glances over her shoulder.

	“We need to hurry. The etch is fading.”

	At once, the group starts forward at a run.

	


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	MINK’S TRAIL TURNS toward the ragged outskirts of the city where fingers of bog press between warehouses and tumbledown buildings. Throughout the journey, it seems Mink kept a constant pace as if heading to a known location. No side trails lead into buildings where she might have stashed Myrrh’s trunks, which leads Myrrh to think the assassin still has them. Near a reed-choked section of bog stands one of the few structures in the area that’s more than a story tall. Mink’s dandelion-pollen residue pools at the base of the wall, and a trail heads up a sketchy-looking ladder to the roof.

	Myrrh holds up a hand, asking for a halt. Whatever Mink’s reason for taking the trunks, Myrrh doubts the woman would be so arrogant as to think there won’t be pursuit. Given her deadly skills with the crossbow, Myrrh doesn’t want to take chances with her people’s lives.

	Moving in a wide circle and using both cover and distance to defend against potential crossbow shots, Myrrh circles the building to make sure Mink went up and stayed up. No further trails of residue lead down or away, so unless Mink crawled through a hatch in the roof, she’s up there.

	The effects of the etch are nearly gone, fading to just ghostly hints by the time Myrrh returns to the group. It’s something of a relief. It will be hard enough to take on the assassin if Mink chooses to fight, but with the extra sensory information from the etch, Myrrh would be sixed.

	“She’s up there,” Myrrh says.

	Warrell’s brow furrows. “From what I know of the woman, it’s not like her to come all the way out here and sit. How long ago did she take your things?”

	“It happened last night. Could be she’s waiting here for a meeting. Maybe she has a buyer for the contents of my trunks.”

	“Could be,” Warrell says. But his tone suggests he’s not quite buying it. And Myrrh agrees; there’s something strange about the situation.

	“I say we sprint for the shelter of the wall,” one of the other thieves says. Myrrh thinks his name is Sapper, but she can’t be sure.

	She nods slowly. Mink’s biggest advantage is her deadly effectiveness at range. Five against one, they can take her in close combat. Myrrh hopes, at least. She squints up at the roof, a flat surface mostly hidden by the low wall at its edge. A shiver crawls up her spine as she wonders whether Mink has a vantage on them now and whether the assassin has a weapon trained on one of her people.

	Half the day has already slipped by, and the sun hides behind high clouds. Few shadows offer concealment, a disadvantage in their situation.

	“We should try to go in through the building and look for roof access,” she says. “I want to try to Mink first. And someone needs to stay here with Emily.”

	Warrell looks from Emily to Myrrh as if ready to suggest that it be Myrrh who stays behind. Her hard glare dissuades him from saying anything. Myrrh nods at the smallest of the fighters Warrell selected, a man old enough to have crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes. Hopefully, in his case, age will have granted him wisdom. If things get chaotic—she can’t ignore the possibility that Mink will turn to violence or that she has friends up there with her—Myrrh needs someone who will keep Emily safe.

	The man seems to catch the gist of her glance and lays a gentle hand on the girl’s shoulder. “We’ll be safer a little ways back,” he says.

	Just as Emily nods, a strangled shout punctures the air.

	Face red with emotion, Mink bursts from a door on the ground floor of the building. A crossbow in each hand, she dashes forward to get in range and fires. Myrrh ducks on instinct, hears the bolt hiss over the top of her head. She springs upright.

	And stares into Emily’s shocked eyes. The girl’s mouth works silently as her hands fly to her chest to grab the bolt that bristles from her ribs.

	“No!” Myrrh whirls and spreads her arms wide, defending the girl with her body. Already, Mink is in full retreat, her long legs carrying her for the darkened doorway.

	Emily takes a rattling breath, a whine escaping her throat. From up the street, their Haven shadow shouts in anger.

	“Get her back!” Myrrh yells. She whips her head around to check the group; Sapper is clutching the other bolt where it pierced his arm.

	“That woman just dug her grave,” Warrell says in a low voice as he pulls his sword and starts running. In the next heartbeat, Sapper yanks the bolt from his bicep and chases after. 

	Myrrh takes off at a sprint, ready to find Mink’s heart with her dagger.

	A pace before Mink reaches the doorway, the assassin glances at her crossbows, looks over her shoulder to judge the distance of her pursuers, and then throws the weapons away. Seems she’s realized there’s no time to reload. Throwing knives appear in her hands instead.

	As soon as her foot thumps against the floorboards inside the building, Mink spins. The knives streak through the air, glinting as they arrow for Myrrh’s group. One skids off Warrell’s arm, the other flying just over his shoulder as he ducks.

	The misses almost make Myrrh pause. She’s never seen Mink fail to land a throw, no matter the target. It’s as if the assassin just knows which way her mark will dodge.

	But Myrrh can’t hesitate, or she’ll give the woman another chance to land a throw. Leaning forward, Myrrh pours everything she has into her legs. Moments later, she’s at the door. The sound of groaning wood and thumping footsteps announces Mink’s dash up the stairs to the next level.

	Pulling her dagger from the sheath, Myrrh makes eye contact with the others. Like liquid smoke, they slip into the building after the assassin.

	“I swear I won’t hesitate to slit all your throats,” Mink calls down the stairs as Myrrh and her friends creep closer.

	“You just shot an innocent girl,” Warrell calls. “I’m not surprised you’d murder your former friends too.”

	“That bolt wasn’t meant for the girl,” the woman says.

	“Mink,” Myrrh calls. “We can discuss why you stole my things and shot a girl later. Right now I need something from those trunks.”

	The woman snorts. “A ploy to get me to let down my guard. I’m not stupid, Myrrh.”

	“It’s Glint,” Myrrh says, laying a hand on the banister. “He’s gravely injured. Dying. But there’s a cure with my things.”

	The assassin is silent for so long Myrrh lays a toe onto the stairs. A heartbeat later, a thrown knife embeds itself in the wood a hair’s breadth away. Myrrh yanks her foot back.

	“Glint was attacked, Mink. Stabbed. The healer can’t fix his insides.”

	“Good,” Mink says, her voice thick with hatred. “I wish it could have been me that put the knife in him. What right does Glint have to take Craghold away after the master worked so hard to protect and serve the fortress?”

	Myrrh freezes, stunned. Mink is oathbound? How did that happen? When? 

	Warrell scratches his head in confusion. After a moment, he looks toward Myrrh for answers.

	“Did it happen when we were inside Craghold, Mink?” she calls up. “Did you ignore my warning about letting the priests speak before you killed them?”

	“I don’t owe you an explanation. If you leave now, I might spare your lives. This time, anyway. I remember what it was like before I had Bartholomew as a guide. Perhaps you just need time to decide on the proper place to lay your allegiance.”

	Myrrh takes a deep breath, thinking. At least that explains the theft…Mink was either trying to take the treasure for her master, or she was trying to cripple Myrrh’s efforts to hurt him. Or maybe she was simply trying to strike back at Myrrh for taking him captive. But why not free him instead of robbing Myrrh? She was in the safe house…Myrrh shakes her head, realizing the reason. Mink left the group before they locked Bartholomew up, probably to make contact with his operatives and help them track Glint. She doesn’t know where Bartholomew’s being kept.

	“Somewhere inside, I know you don’t want this, Mink. You can fight your way clear. Pray to Shevan, then swear an oath to follow Glint. A vow made of your own free will is stronger than the curse the priest forced on you.”

	Mink lets out a guttural shriek. “Glint is my sworn enemy.”

	“Swear the oath to me then. Or Resh.”

	The assassin’s next words are flooded with anguish. “Never. You’ll have to kill me before I betray my oathlord.”

	With that, she wails, and footfalls shake the floor above. Mink leaps down the stairs in two bounds, all flashing knives and snarling face.

	At the front of the group, Warrell backpedals, stunned. The assassin lashes out, her blades scoring his armor and face. But her rabid focus on Warrell puts Mink’s back to the rest of the group.

	Myrrh clenches her jaw and pulls out her dagger.

	You’ll have to kill me before I betray my oathlord. With those words, Mink was telling them her desire. She can’t fight the oath magic, can’t act against Bartholomew’s wishes. If Glint were here before her, she would put a knife through his eye. Her wish for death is the only way she can defy the oath and save Glint.

	With tears welling, Myrrh shouts and leaps. Her dagger sinks between Mink’s ribs, finds her pulsing heart, and plunges inside it.

	Mink’s next breath wheezes from her lungs as the fight leaves her. She falls to her knees and wobbles there, face upturned. Myrrh hurries around to face the woman and drops to a crouch. She cups Mink’s cheeks in her hands.

	“Thank you,” Mink whispers. “Your things…rooftop.”

	The woman sinks slowly to the floor as the light leaves her eyes.

	Myrrh can’t speak. When she looks at Warrell, he nods and runs up the stairs.

	


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	 

	MYRRH CRADLES MINK’S head in her lap while the others fetch her things. She brushes the assassin’s short-cropped hair off her forehead, straightens the woman’s clothes because it seems like that would be something Mink would want.

	Footsteps move around her, and somewhere within the walls, a rodent scratches. It smells like the bog in this place; water probably stands a foot deep in the cellar if there is one.

	It makes sense now why Mink was talking to Bartholomew that morning before they entered Ostgard. She’d been oathbound to the man the whole journey from Pineshadow. But she must have thought it too risky to free him then, maybe because she didn’t know how to follow their trail back to Craghold. Or maybe it’s due to the small part of her that managed to resist the oath. What about the guards on the wall? When Mink shot them to cover Myrrh and Bartholomew’s escape, was it because she couldn’t yet recognize Bartholomew? Or maybe she worried one of the guards would mistake him for someone else from up there on the wall.

	Regardless, she sacrificed herself for Glint and, in a way, for Myrrh. The assassin’s aim was too good to miss her shots and knife throws the way she did. Somehow, she resisted enough to keep from taking their lives.

	“Myrrh,” Warrell says quietly.

	As she looks up, the small thief she tasked with Emily’s safety come staggering in, the girl cradled in his arms. The woman sent by Haven to shadow their party follows behind, her face tear-streaked.

	Myrrh doesn’t want to ask. She can’t bear to think that the girl is dead and it’s her fault.

	Warrell speaks to Emily’s guard in low tones. When Myrrh hears the word healer, she eases Mink’s body off her lap and jumps to her feet.

	“She’s alive?”

	“But the bolt pierced her lung. She won’t last,” the small man says as he lays the girl on the floor, pausing to arrange her hands and straighten her clothing.

	“Warrell,” Myrrh says. “I need the trunks.”

	“Here,” Warrell says, sliding them over. Myrrh throws open the lids, uncaring if these people see the lockboxes of coin or strange pouches holding the Haava substances. She paws through Rattle’s containers until she finds the ornate sack of vibrant purple silk. Three glass vials fall into her hand when she upends the pouch. Two hold crystals of phantom, and the last has the clear serum that flows thickly around the jar when she shakes it.

	Just one vial. Of all the items Rattle left behind, the clear serum was the rarest. Glint didn’t say how much is needed for healing, and Myrrh doesn’t know the consequences of an overdose. Worse, she has no way to know whether too small an amount will simply be ineffective.

	Whatever the effects of an overdose, they can’t be worse than death. And both Glint and Emily will almost certainly die without the serum.

	Hands trembling, she crawls across the floor to the girl. Glint and Emily might both be dying, but Glint had advanced warning of the assassins. Moreover, he chose a dangerous life. Emily never asked to be the child of a Haven thug. She didn’t ask Myrrh to break down the door of her home, kidnap her, and bring her into danger.

	Myrrh’s chest feels like it’s collapsing in on itself as she gently parts the girl’s lips, uncorks the vial, and pours the full contents into Emily’s mouth.

	She clenches her jaw to hold back the tears and sits back and waits. Shortly after, Emily’s eyelids flutter. She draws a full breath into her lungs.

	“What happened?” she says.

	***

	The thieves make a dreary procession as they file through In Betweens with Mink’s body in a handcart. After hearing Warrell explain how Myrrh sacrificed the very item she came hunting to save Emily’s life, Haven leaves them alone. Whether that means an end to the simmering conflict between the syndicates, Myrrh doesn’t know. And right now, she really doesn’t care. Before letting the Haven woman lead Emily away, she pulled the woman aside and explained about the potential side effects. Or maybe there won’t be any. Maybe a full vial was the perfect dose.

	It would be a small consolation. Because otherwise, Myrrh squandered Glint’s only hope.

	At the border with Rat Town, Myrrh hails a horse and cart and has Mink’s body transferred. With the coin from the trunks, she can more than afford the ride into Lower Fringe, and though she can’t save Glint, she wants the chance to spend as much time as she can with him before he passes away.

	As the other thieves melt away, possibly to drink away the horrors of seeing Mink lose her free will and then her life, Myrrh curls on the bench seat of the wagon, hugging her knees.

	The driver turns to her as if to make conversation, takes one look, then clears his throat and looks away.

	At the waterfront, he turns right and heads south toward First Bridge. It’s the only way across the Ost that won’t bring questions about the dead woman in the wagon bed. The buildings of Rat Town pass before Myrrh’s eyes, but she leaves her vision unfocused. The sounds and smells wash over her as if she’s not even there.

	Somewhere along the journey, they must have passed The Oarsman, the inn where Hawk was staying before she sent him away with the Scythe. Distantly, she thinks she should put a guard on the building. Whatever impulse is driving Hawk to return to the city, there’s a chance he’ll return to the inn where he stayed during his most recent stint in the district. Myrrh even rouses herself enough to sit straight and think about asking the driver to stop while she finds a Ghost member and orders the sentry posted.

	But it just seems like so much effort, and before she knows it, the wagon team is waiting in line to cross the bridge. It must be near shift change in Smeltertown. Midafternoon. That’s the only time traffic backs up over First Bridge. Myrrh tips her head to the side, resting it against the backboard of the seat. Around her, men and women call out, street vendors hawking quick meals to laborers returning from the smelters.

	When the driver lays a hand on her shoulder, she starts, dragged from a haze.

	“I think that person’s trying to get your attention, lady,” he says.

	Myrrh blinks, trying to understand. The driver points a finger that’s stained yellow, probably from cigarettes, but maybe from the leather of the mule team’s leads. Exiting one of the streets that leads deeper into Rat Town, a woman is jumping and waving her arm. When the hood of her cloak falls away, the flash of white hair marks her as Ivy.

	Shaking her head to clear the fog, Myrrh sits up straight as Ivy looks both ways, then darts across the street.

	“Caught you. Thank the Nines.”

	“What is it?”

	Ivy sighs. “I’m sorry, Myrrh. It’s Graves.”

	“What about him?”

	“He’s dead.”

	


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	 

	“WHERE? WHEN?” MYRRH stands in front of Ivy, ready to pounce on anyone who dares bother them.

	The woman glances up at the wagon driver. “Do you need to…?”

	Myrrh shakes her head. “He can wait. I’m certainly paying him enough.”

	“Well”—the other thief returns her gaze to Myrrh—“I don’t know exactly. The older man…Precious is his name, right? He came shuffling into Rikson’s Roost in a panic. Said he woke and came downstairs to take over watch from Graves, but the man was just sitting on one of the couches. Dead. Like…” The woman swallows, unable to finish.

	“Like Cobalt.”

	Ivy nods.

	Myrrh takes a breath of the waterfront air, the fetid tang of the filthy Ost water combined with the smell of tar from the barges’ decks. She hoped she would have more time to solve this. But it seems Hawk has returned.

	Trotting to the wagon, she drags her trunks out of the footwell and opens one. She hands a whole lockbox of coin over to the driver. “Wait here until I return. If the Shield Watch bothers you, bribe them. I’ll reimburse whatever it costs.”

	Nodding at Ivy, she sets off for the safe house at a trot. It’s either time for Bartholomew to die, or it’s time for answers. She just hopes it’s the latter. Because she will kill him, freeing Hawk from the oathbinding and closing the Death Cloak’s gateway, but likely leaving her mentor insane, empty, or dead from the shock. Not to mention, Bartholomew’s sudden death will doom an unknown number of people from the Crags region. Myrrh doesn’t know if she can live with the guilt.

	But it’s better than doing nothing.

	***

	Inside the safe house, Myrrh throws open the door to Bartholomew’s prison and drags Nettle inside. Though a distant part of her mind regrets subjecting the girl to the man’s presence, right now she really doesn’t care.

	“You swore an oath to her, didn’t you?” she asks the man. The last day and night have reduced him to a quivering mess on the floor, but at the sight of Nettle, his spine straightens. He looks at Myrrh with a sort of defiant loathing.

	“I told you that already. I vowed to protect her, under Shevan’s eye, and with all my soul. I will never be able atone for what I did. I only hope to offer myself and everything I possess as tribute to her in hopes I can someday forgive myself.”

	Myrrh rolls her eyes. “Skip the whining and tell me straight. Are you bound to serve Nettle’s will?” The idea came to her just as she entered the safe house. An inkling born of desperation.

	He drops his eyes. “My body and soul are hers to command.”

	Myrrh turns to the girl. “That’s why the incantation failed when his priest tried to bind you. Oaths made with free will are more powerful than those that are forced. And even if the oaths were equal strength, the incantation would still have failed. It just doesn’t work to have two people oathbound to each other.”

	Nettle’s eyes narrow as the realization takes hold. She commands this man. Stalking close, she looks down at him in disgust. “Stand up.”

	Bartholomew scrambles to obey, staggering as his weakened knees struggle to support his weight.

	“Tell me how worthless you are.”

	“I…” He licks his lips. “I don’t need an oathbinding to bring that confession forth. I am the lowest sort of cretin ever to draw breath. I tried to force you against your will. There is and will never be an excuse.”

	“Nettle,” Myrrh says quietly. “The best revenge you can take is to ruin his plans. I believe that if we can persuade him to swear oaths to different people in turn, in time, he will free everyone he has bound to his service. If he swears at the command of his oathlord or oathlady, the binding will be stronger as it will be made by a sort of choice, not by incantation. In the case where that person is bound to him, it will cancel the oath the priests created. But the moment he swears to the first person other than you, your power over him is lost.”

	At least, that’s what Myrrh hopes. A vow given at the command of an oathlord isn’t exactly made by free will, but the person making the oath will still want to make it. It’s similar to the mayor asking the citizens of a settlement to transfer their allegiance to a master of a holdfast. But in this case, the oathbinding will cause the other, weaker, vow to be nullified.

	The girl whirls. “Then there’s no question. I want him to free my mother.”

	Myrrh presses her lips together. “If I promise you something…if I swear your mother will be the next person freed, would you consider choosing someone else?”

	Nettle fixes her with a hard stare. “Unless the person is you, how can you guarantee?”

	“Let’s just say if there’s anything I have faith in, whether god or person, it’s Hawk. Freeing him now will save hundreds of lives. He won’t forget your sacrifice.”

	The girl crosses her arms, eyes shifting between Myrrh and Bartholomew. Finally, she turns to the man.

	“If I wanted you to, would you swear before Shevan to bind yourself to Myrrh’s friend?”

	Bartholomew casts his eyes down as he chews his lip. “I…beloved, I”—both Myrrh and Nettle grimace at his use of the term—“I would do anything you asked of me if it would make you content. But I don’t know who this man is.”

	“Actually,” Myrrh says, “you do. He was the first person you bound. You remember, don’t you? The oathbinding that went wrong and left a man without a soul?”

	His brows draw together, and Myrrh feels a moment of stark terror. What if everything she thought she’s learned was wrong?

	“He was a prisoner in Craghold,” she prompts.

	Understanding washes across Bartholomew’s face, and Myrrh struggles to keep from sagging against the wall in relief.

	Bartholomew nods. “If that’s your true desire, I will swear to him now.”

	Nettle glances at Myrrh as if waiting for the command. Myrrh nods.

	“Yes. Right now, it would please me for you to fall to your knees and swear your soul to Hawk’s will.”

	As Bartholomew drops to his knees and starts whispering, Myrrh pulls Nettle toward the door. “We may not wish to be in here once he’s freed from his oath to you.”

	


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	 

	MYRRH SLIPS INTO Glint’s bedchamber and finds a circle of thieves standing guard. Surprising her, Nyx looks just as distraught as anyone else as he sits in the chair beside the bed, his eyes fixed on Glint’s face. Myrrh swallows. Hard. In the time she’s been gone, it seems that Glint’s eyes have sunk deeper into his skull. Sweat no longer slicks his skin, but rather than giving the appearance that he’s recovering, the lack of moisture just makes him look closer to the grave. It’s as if his body has no more will to fight.

	She pauses just inside the door, balling her fists. She could have saved him, but she would never have been able to live with the decision to condemn an innocent girl. Now she has to accept the consequences of her choice.

	Breathing to keep dizziness at bay, she creeps forward. Resh detaches from the circle of guards and moves to meet her.

	“He woke twice more. Mentioned something about Haava healing.”

	It’s all Myrrh can do to keep from gagging on the lump in her throat. Instead of speaking, she reaches out, squeezes Resh’s hand, and shakes her head.

	Wrinkles furrow the man’s forehead as his face works through a series of expressions. “You mean it won’t work?”

	“I mean I couldn’t return with the vial,” she says, cheeks immediately flaming at her inability to admit the full truth.

	Resh blinks slowly as if working through the information. “I guess that explains why you were gone so long. If it wasn’t where you suspected, must have taken some time to search the rest of that palace he’s keeping in Maire’s Quarter.”

	Myrrh releases Resh’s hand. “His mansion? I’ve been down to Rat Town and up to—never mind. What makes you think I went into the Quarter?”

	“Because when he woke, he talked about how it had seemed fair to relieve you of some of those Haava substances. Since Rattle owed him a few things.” Resh glances at Glint’s wan face. “Or at least that’s what I pieced together from his mutterings.”

	Myrrh can’t speak. She can scarcely move. Back when she first started sorting through Rattle’s things, it hadn’t seemed that odd that Glint had turned up with an offer to help identify the substances. She remembers leading him up to her room where she showed him each of the strange packets and vials, but then Piebald called her away to ask a question about the latch on the kitchen door.

	That no-good thieving rogue! He stole her precious loot while she was out of the room. Including, no doubt, at least one more of the vials of the clear serum—it had seemed strange that she only had one.

	“The thieves’ path under Fourth Bridge,” she says. “Is it back open?”

	Resh shrugs, then nods. “I think so. Since last week. We’ve been busy keeping order around here, so we haven’t had cause to sneak into the Quarter.”

	“I’ll be back,” she says. “Don’t leave him unguarded for even a moment.”

	***

	It’s nearly midnight by the time Myrrh rushes back into Glint’s bedroom, her nostrils still full of the stench from the sewer tunnel that accesses the underside of the bridge into Maire’s Quarter. The little glass vial presses against her ribs from inside a small shirt pocket, and one of Glint’s silk pillowcases, stuffed with the rest of her repossessed stash, is clutched in her fist.

	The other thieves step aside as she rushes to Glint’s bedside. She works fingers between his teeth and nudges his jaw open. Uncorking the vial, she pours the contents into his mouth.

	Myrrh straightens, crosses her arms, and waits. Not long after, Glint groans and opens his eyes.

	“The security at your Maire’s Quarter residence is terrible,” she says. “I’m not surprised you were attacked.”

	His lips curl in a faint smile. “I guess you found the items I borrowed.”

	Myrrh rolls her eyes. “And since I’m sure you planned to return them, I’ve taken the liberty.” She glances at the other thieves. “The assassins are still out there. Keep a watch rotation no matter what he says. I’m going to bed.”

	Glint smirks. “Giving orders to my organization now?”

	“Someone has to,” she says. Then she stalks for the door and the bedchamber down the hall.

	


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	PALE LIGHT FALLS through the crack in between the drapes when Myrrh wakes. She yawns, starts to roll, and yelps in surprise.

	Glint is sitting in an armchair at her bedside.

	Myrrh grimaces. “I guess you aren’t concerned with other people’s privacy.”

	“There’s a crowd downstairs waiting to talk to you. I wanted to be the first, and since it’s my home, I took the liberty.” He shifts in his chair and winces, resting a hand against his ribs. “Besides, I like watching you sleep. Even with the snoring.”

	“I don’t snore.” 

	He raises a skeptical eyebrow.

	“Really?” she asks.

	“Just a little.” 

	Myrrh sighs, the breath turning into another yawn. “How are you feeling?” She hasn’t missed that he keeps his elbows propped on the chair arms for support.

	“I’ve been better. Seems my contact was right about succor. The substance can pull someone back from crossing the veil, but the body has to finish the work of healing.”

	“Succor…that’s what the serum’s called?”

	He nods. “Seems so.”

	“Did your contact say anything about side effects?”

	“He hasn’t found that out yet. It’s the rarest of the compounds, and information is scarce.”

	“I guess we’ll find out if you start growing a horn or something.” Myrrh swallows and looks at the ceiling. “You know, when Bernard said you asked him to fetch me, I thought it was because you wanted me close in case you didn’t make it. Turns out you just needed my stash.”

	He doesn’t speak for a while. “I didn’t think of the succor until hours after I spoke with Bernard. When I thought I was dying, all I could think about was seeing you.”

	“Not Meredith?”

	“What?” he asks, face screwing up in confusion.

	“Never mind. So what about your letter saying we have to keep things professional…?”

	He shrugs a shoulder. “I may need to reevaluate that.”

	Myrrh sits up, scooting back to lean against the headboard. She hears a cart driver outside shouting at his team of horses.

	“You and that Miser-haggled nightgown,” Glint says, shaking his head. “It’s got to be the ugliest garment I’ve ever seen.”

	“At least if I had to jump out of bed in the middle of the night, I’d have remained decent. If assassins came, I didn’t want to be fighting in scraps of lace.”

	Glint smirks. “But it’s an intriguing image.”

	She rolls her eyes. “So how did the assassins catch you?”

	“They waited until I crossed into Lower Fringe to check in with Bernard and Resh. The security I hired as Councilman Giller knows nothing about my other activities, and I didn’t want them getting suspicious. I thought I’d be safe leaving my guards in Maire’s Quarter.”

	“Obviously not.”

	“No.”

	“You need to deal with the problem. The assassins will keep coming.”

	He presses his fingertips together, steepling his hands in front of his throat. “I suspect that will be easier now. I understand you solved the problem of undoing oathbindings.”

	“You heard?”

	He nods. “The girl, Nettle, is here. Ivy brought her. She says she wants to speak to you about her mother.”

	“I assume she explained about Hawk then? Provided the plan worked, the gateway should be closed, and the Death Cloak banished.”

	“Seems that way. So can you do the same for the assassins? It would certainly simplify my situation.”

	“Eventually. But Bartholomew must be the one to free them, and he has much unbinding work to do in the Crags. Starting with Nettle’s mother.” She swings her legs over the edge of the bed, the cool slates of the floor chilling the bottom of her feet. “Speaking of, I should go reassure the girl.”

	As she stands, he catches her hand. “Myrrh. Wait.”

	“Yes?”

	“I have some decisions to make about my future. Right now, I’m trying to be master of Craghold, a city councilman, and the leader of an organization of miscreants. Add in the bid for the Maire’s seat, and I’ve left many of my responsibilities wanting.”

	“So you’re thinking about withdrawing your name from the contest for Maire? What about Emmerst?”

	He licks his lips. “Actually, I’m thinking of coming clean to the council, explaining my relationship to my father and my reasons for wanting to rise on my own merits. And…Craghold needs leadership. I want to make regular visits, possibly even to stay for a month or two at a time.”

	“What about your syndicate then? Resh is trying to pick up the slack, but he doesn’t seem pleased with the responsibility.”

	He slowly releases her hand, fingertips trailing down her palm and over the inside of her fingers before letting go. “I don’t think I can manage a criminal life alongside the other responsibilities.”

	She laughs. “Are you trying to tell me you’re turning honest?”

	Glint shrugs. “Yes, I think that’s what I’m saying.”

	“What about your organization?”

	He looks up at her until she meets his gaze. “I’d like to give it to you.”

	She fights the urge to laugh again. “Wait, what? They won’t follow me.”

	“They already are. It wasn’t Resh or Nyx or”—he swallows—“Mink who organized them last night.”

	Myrrh drops her gaze and presses her lips together. “I assume you heard what happened to her.”

	Glint nods, grief a shadow behind his eyes. “We’re organizing thieves’ wakes for her and Graves.”

	“She was a good one. Loyal.”

	“One of the best,” he says.

	Myrrh takes a deep breath. “You know, if you become an upstanding citizen, we may need to stop seeing each other altogether. I’d hate for you to sully your image.”

	“Actually, I was thinking it might be interesting for the city to have a Maire with a dark secret. Imagine the gossip about my shadowy underworld consort.”

	She snorts. “Somehow, I can imagine you enjoying that.”

	“So will you do it? Take ownership of my organization?”

	Myrrh’s lips twist in amusement. “Maybe. If only so the sixing thing can have a proper name. ‘My organization’ just lacks something. Give me a little time to think about it though. It’s been a long few days.”

	“And given the number of people waiting to speak to you, you have lots more work ahead.”

	She sighs. “I better get dressed then.”

	“Be my guest,” he says with a mischievous grin.

	“Out,” she says, opening the door before helping him from his chair.

	***

	When Myrrh descends the final few stairs and steps into the dining room, the hum of conversation ceases. Around a dozen faces turn toward her. Ivy and Nettle rush forward, faces full of questions. Carver stands from the table, holding a letter sealed with blue wax that Myrrh guesses is from the leaders of the Hook syndicate.

	Nab is at the table trying to teach Tep the misdirection cantrip—as if it weren’t bad enough to have one impish child capable of the technique.

	When Bernard spots her, he dashes back into the kitchen, likely to fetch the coffee. Resh, Nyx, and other members of Glint’s syndicate stand around the edge of the room with blades at the ready in case of assassins.

	But it’s the man sitting at the head of the table, palms resting on the polished wood, who grabs her attention. Hawk’s beard has finally been shaved, a sure testament to his freedom from the oathbinding. But his eyes are haunted, and he still looks dazed.

	For the first few steps into the room, Myrrh tries to maintain her calm. The moment he looks up and catches her gaze, she can’t do it anymore. Myrrh breaks into a run, sliding to a stop beside his chair. She falls to her knees and throws her arms around him, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

	Ever so slowly, Hawk shifts in her embrace until he’s facing her. He pats her back, then whispers in her ear.

	“I told you, a thief never lets someone see her emotions. That’s how they get to you. By spotting your weakness.”

	For once, Myrrh just doesn’t care about his advice. Her chin quivers as she pulls back just far enough to meet his eyes.

	“I missed you,” she says.

	“Yeah, well I’m back. And I’ve heard you’ve been cooking up quite the schemes. Queen of Rat Town, huh? I suppose my tutoring must have done some good.”

	Myrrh smirks. “I’ve thrown a few sixes along the way, but I suppose I’ve done okay. And if Glint gets his way, I may be expanding beyond Rat Town.”

	Hawk turns his slightly dazed expression on Glint. He must spot something in the other man’s eyes because his brow furrows.

	“Now wait…you two aren’t…?”

	“What? Really?” Nab says. “I thought we were done with them getting all moony over each other. It’s gross.”

	Everyone in the room turns to look at her, and Myrrh feels her blush all the way out to the edges of her ears. An awkward silence swells, which seems stupid because there isn’t anything going on…right now, anyway.

	Glint saves the situation by fixing his face in a wouldn’t-you-like-to-know smirk as he saunters—limping only a little bit as the movement pulls at his wounds—over toward Myrrh.

	“Seems we have a lot of rogues and knaves around here who can’t mind their own business. Care to join me in my chamber for a”—he glances out the window at the golden morning sun—“I suppose we’d have to settle for coffee this time of day?”

	Myrrh glances at Hawk again as if to reassure herself that her mentor is really back, and with all his wits this time.

	She raises an eyebrow at Glint, heart hammering at the sudden idea of spending some time alone together without all the potential obstacles to a relationship. “I wouldn’t mind a quiet cup of coffee.”

	“I’d offer you my arm,” he says, “but it’s busy holding my insides on the inside.”

	She glances at his midsection and notices how tightly his elbows are pressed against his waist. The sight slows her breathing a bit. Whatever might go along with coffee, it won’t be particularly energetic.

	“Maybe I should offer you mine,” she says with an amused smile.

	Glint smirks. “I have to retain at least a little pride, right? In the last day, you’ve saved my life and taken command of my people. I should at least be able to make it up to my room under my own power.”

	As he starts—slowly—shuffling toward the stairs, a knock rattles the front door. Resh furrows his brow and steps for the peephole. He peers out, then shakes his head as if confused.

	“Dunno who it is, but he definitely doesn’t strike me as an assassin.”

	Again the heavy knock shakes the door.

	“Oh, wait,” Resh mutters. “There’s more than just the one. Bunch of Shield Watch out there.”

	Myrrh pauses partway across the room, a chill spreading from her belly. What is the Shield Watch doing here?

	“I know you’re in there Giller,” someone calls from outside.

	Glint sighs heavily, turning to the door as he rolls his eyes. “Emmerst. He’s probably come to accuse me of delaying the vote on the Maire’s seat since he’s currently in favor.” He nods to the thieves stationed throughout the room. “Obviously, I can’t let him see the sort of company I keep in Lower Fringe. Bernard can make room for you in the kitchen until I get rid of the man.”

	With obvious reluctance, the men and women of Glint’s organization slide to the door leading from the room. Hawk departs last, casting a faintly bewildered look over his shoulder before the door swings shut.

	“What about me?” Myrrh asks.

	Glint runs his eyes over her thief’s garb. “Just act smitten. He knows I have a fiancée, and I doubt he’s interested in picking apart your choice in breakfast attire. If you sit, I doubt he’ll give you more than a glance.”

	Nodding, Myrrh heads to the far side of the table and pulls out a chair.

	“Giller! We have issues to discuss.” Emmerst yells again, giving the door what sounds like a kick.

	“Patron’s will, man, extend a little patience for someone just waking up. I haven’t even had breakfast,” Glint says as he twists the knob to open the deadbolt.

	The door bursts open, clobbering Glint and sending him reeling. He hits the ground hard, no doubt ripping stitches.

	Myrrh’s chair flies back and hits the wall as she stands, reaching for her dagger.

	“No,” she cries.

	No one pays her any heed. Merchant Emmerst, a ruddy-haired man with a hooked nose and an ugly mole on his cheek, stares down at Glint’s struggling form as ten fully armed Shields march into the room.

	The door to the kitchen swings open and smacks the wall, but it’s too late. By the time Glint’s thieves run back into the room and Myrrh vaults the table, the Shields have Glint up, and one has a blade at his throat. Already, fresh bloodstains spread across Glint’s shirt. He moans.

	“All the more proof,” Emmerst says, running his eyes over the room. “Giller, you are under arrest for defrauding the city of Ostgard, for impersonating a merchant-class citizen, and for murdering the former Maire. For your crimes you will be executed in exactly ten days, immediately after take up the mantle of the man you so brutally killed.”

	“But…” Myrrh says. But what? But the Maire isn’t dead, and she can prove it by confessing to sending him into exile? Emmerst will never believe her, and even if he did, this is clearly a political move.

	She makes eye contact with Resh and then Hawk as if asking whether they can take on the group of Shields. Another moan from Glint drags her eyes back to him. She shakes her head. Any violence now will surely do more damage, but Emmerst will no doubt want to keep Glint alive. An execution of the man responsible for all the recent strife in the city would be a perfect way to cement his control once ascending to the Maire’s seat.

	The best thing they can do right now is let the Shields take him away.

	And after that, they’ll devote everything to getting him back.


Dear Reader,

	 

	Thanks so much for reading Queen of Tricksters. I really hope you liked it! As a working writer, I am utterly dependent on my readers to spread the word about my books. Please consider leaving a review for me and other authors you enjoy. Even just a sentence helps immensely.

	 

	Click here to leave a review for Queen of Tricksters.

	 

	Book 4 in this series, Chronicles of a Cutpurse, is coming Summer 2018! Check for Empress of Rogues on Amazon. You can also join my reader group (see below) or follow my Amazon author page to get a notice when it releases.

	 

	In the meantime, I have some other series you might enjoy.

	 

	Links:

	 

	The Shattering of the Nocturnai – the complete series, now available as a boxed set for 50% off the cover price.

	 

	Heart of the Empire - Book 1 in the complete trilogy, The Broken Lands.

	 

	Stonehaven League – A LitRPG series! Book 1 is Temple of Sorrow.

	 

	Finally, I’d like to invite you to join my reader group. You’ll get free books, fun (and free) interactive fiction where readers vote on the story direction, and lots more stuff. To sign up, go to CarrieSummers.com and put in your info.

	 

	Thank you!

	--Carrie
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